
 

1                                                                                                   Commercial Flooring Report                                                                     January 2023 

The following article was published four years ago.  The concrete industry continues to change and we 

wanted to bring you updates on what’s going on.  Since the flooring industry doesn’t keep close tabs on 

the concrete industry, even though you may think or be led to believe flooring manufacturers do, and 

most commercial flooring materials are installed on concrete, you need to know how the changes may 

affect the integrity of your installations and the flooring products you work with and install.   

  

Concrete substrates are a source of unease for every floor-

ing contractor, manufacturer, and general contractor. The 

main concern is moisture, but that’s not the only thing to be 

concerned with.  Concrete is an alkaline building material 

which can attack and dissolve flooring adhesives. There is 

so much more that can compromise a flooring installation 

lurking in the concrete.   You must understand that no two 

concrete slabs are alike.  Whether new or old they vary, and 

you can’t expect any of them to perform the same.  Every 

concrete slab, below, on or above grade, has the potential to 

contribute to a flooring product or installation failure. What 

the future holds for concrete mix and design is even scarier, 

and its’ impact on flooring requirements, installation, or per-

formance, no one knows.    

  

In a past issue of Concrete Construction Magazine there 

were several articles such as controlling concrete construc-

tion problems and enhancing concrete with alternative sup-

plementary cementitious materials.  Even this is changing now, as the cement market is adopting Euro-

pean product marketing to meet the demand for reduced carbon footprints in the manufacture of cement 

and using the addition of limestone into Portland Type I cement.  Look for this from your local ready mix 

supplier as IL cement.  Limestone is added at levels of up to fifteen percent of the cement content while 

removing the equivalent Portland offset of fifteen percent.  According to the cement industry for every 

pound of cement manufactured, one pound of carbon dioxide is emitted into the atmosphere.  What 

does this mean at the jobsite level?  The cement will now be even wetter due to the extremely finely 

ground limestone.  The one we felt most pertinent to flooring contractors, general contractors, architects 

and flooring manufacturers, as well as adhesive manufacturers was the article on Moving to Alternative 

Cements. What does this mean for the aforementioned group? First, let me say this.  

moisture in the slab and adhesive degradation  

                 concrete slab above grade  

https://lgmandassociates.com/commercial-flooring-reports/
https://lgmandassociates.com/commercial-flooring-reports-2/


 

2                                                                                                   Commercial Flooring Report                                                                     January 2023 

Moisture in concrete is the all consuming issue everyone is focused 
on.  What you may not realize is that every concrete slab, that is, eve-
ry single one of them, is different.  There are no two alike and there is 
no one way to approach each flooring installation as a “one size fits 
all” project.  Your thoughts however and your concerns should also be 
with the concrete you’re installing the flooring on.    

  

Alternative cements such as Fly Ash and Slag are the result of the 
concrete industry being under pressure to allow alternatives to sup-
plement Portland cement and employ blended cement mix-designs.  
The reasons given are: to reduce costs, reduce environmental impact 
and the need for specific properties that aren’t attainable or possible 
with ordinary Portland cement concrete.   

 

We just mentioned one of the big changes above, but there are a slew 
of newer materials (both organic and inorganic) coming onto the mar-
ket which include, but are not limited to, geopolymers, activated 
glassy cements, and others.  There is no way of knowing what effect 
these changes, which are indeed being made and coming down the 
pike, will have on the concrete you’ll be installing on. Some of the or-
ganic products are additives to dose the ready mix for purposes be-
yond the scope of my newsletter with the acronyms PAM and PEG.  
You might want to remember these acronyms. PAM stands for POLY 
ACRYLAMIDE which is an admixture added to ready mix which for 
lack of better words, makes water wetter.  PEG is POLY ETHYLENE 
GLYCOL similar to the antifreeze you add to your car which acts as 
kind of an oil in concrete and retains the water in the concrete after it 
cures and does not seem to allow humidity to drop to acceptable or 
normal levels.   

 

If this material leaches out of concrete nothing is going to stick to it 
and you may have no idea what’s going on if the installation should 
fail and/or the flooring material is affected.  Nor is there any way for 
you to tell what’s in the mix you’re dealing with, without a forensic 
analysis of the Division 03 Concrete scope. In all of the information 
provided there is no comment or concern for how flooring installation 
on these slabs will be affected.  This is understandable since the con-
crete industry is focused on their issues and not yours and there is 
virtually no dialogue between the concrete industry and the flooring 
industry.  Try explaining why you have FF and FL finishing standards 
in division 3 and a ten foot straight edge used to determine an 1/8” in 
10’ in division 9.  In addition to the alternative cements is alternative 
aggregates, and this includes recycled materials which can include 
crushed hydraulic cement concrete or recycled aggregate.  From your 
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experience installing virgin and recycled flooring prod-
ucts, do you think there may be unforeseen issues that 
result from recycled concrete components? All of these 
changes have to meet requirements for structural and 
durability properties.  These changes have an effect on 
the water/cementitious materials ratio.  Again, this can 
have an effect on your flooring project.  None of this 
information, as it enters the concrete industry and gets 
used, is going to be known to the flooring contractors 
and even if it was, you’re not going to know anything 
about what it means and how it may affect your instal-
lation.  And far be it for the flooring manufacturers of 
any type of product or those ancillary products used, 
such as adhesive, to know this either.  So, if you think 
moisture is an issue, get ready for the onslaught in the 
variations in the new concrete.    

  

In scaring you, let me share a recent project we were 
involved in. This is a brand new building, several sto-
ries high, where the flooring installed was exhibiting 
areas losing adhesion.  When our concrete associates, 
who I consider some of the very best in the business, 
finished reviewing the concrete specifications, batch 
tickets, concrete mix design and all other pertinent ma-
terials, as well as analyzing the results of the core 
samples taken and tested, we found a component on 
the concrete surface that was acting as a bond-breaker 
and had compromised the installation. The independ-
ent testing agent for the General Contractor stated in 
their prior report that the bond-breaker on the surface 
was unremoved curing compound. Naturally the GC 
blamed the flooring sub-contractor since flooring man-
ufacturer guidelines all read “surface must be free of 
bond-breaking contaminants including curing com-
pounds, etc.” Through analytical testing we were able 
to confirm the material was not a curing compound, but 
was the super-plasticizer used as an admixture in the 
concrete. Prior to our involvement the flooring contrac-
tor was being blamed for a problem that wasn’t his.  
This is the type of situation you guys may be finding 
yourselves in down the road with the changes on the 
way.  Consequently, you’re going to need to find some-
one that can help you steer clear of these mine fields, 
that knows and understands this stuff and knows what 
and how to look for it.  I will tell you; this is very heady 
stuff and once our guys get into it, they start speaking 
a language they have to interpret for me.   

 

If you are not looking at Division 03 specifications to 
identify specialty admixtures, tilt-wall construction ap-
plications, topical curing membranes and other alterna-
tive concrete processes you may be installing on dan-
gerous ground. Many well-versed flooring contractors  

Always look outside 

part of the slab is on grade and part  

below due to the grading of the building  

This diagram shows where the moisture vapor 
barrier/retarder must be placed, directly  

under the concrete, to be effective. 
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are routinely evaluating some or all of these components to red flag potential issues prior to acceptance of 
the substrate. Since flooring manufacturers will not warrant products installed over (sacrificial) curing 
membranes it is critical to identify up-front how concrete is cured and what additional processes will be 
needed to insure a compliant installation substrate. There are many specialty admixtures or treatments for 
concrete that may render the surface non-porous or contain soluble bond-breaking materials such as so-
dium or potassium silicates. There are many resources available identifying the risks associated with in-
stallation on concrete treated with these chemicals. Manufacturers are also starting to publish written 
statements that their warranties will be voided if products are installed over these known bond-breaking 
treatments.  
  
In addition, how the concrete finisher trowels the concrete surface, also, has an impact on moisture, how 
moisture is retained and released or not released from the newly poured concrete.  If the concrete finisher 
spends an excessive amount of time on the concrete slab trying to meet his finish standards, he can liter-
ally turn the concrete cap into a burnished surface where nothing gets in or nothing gets out.  The con-
crete surface will not wet out and will require mechanical surface preparation to have the surface condi-
tions meet ASTM F 3191.  
Some concrete finishers 
will burnish the surface of 
the concrete to the point 
where if you pour water on 
the concrete, it will not go 
into the concrete and wet 
out, but just sit there until it 
evaporates.  
  
The number of issues that 
can arise from treatments or processes implemented during division 03 concrete work, adversely affecting 
flooring installations are too numerous to review here. But beyond delamination failures, loss of manufac-
turer warranties and potential incompatibilities there are many more subtle issues to be cognizant of. Con-
crete slabs treated with reactive silicate products typically render the surface non-porous and non-
absorptive. Since porosity allows for water absorption during flash time of adhesives, rendering the sur-
face non-porous dramatically affects a glues ability to flash and adhere. We have seen many cases where 
the glue never fully coalesced on an installation and was deemed an installation error. However, an adhe-
sive may allow for only 10 to 15 minutes flash time and carry warnings that allowing to flash too long will 
prevent sufficient adhesion. Well-seasoned installers using familiar materials, in familiar conditions getting 
differing results?  The variable is the installation substrate. While the industry is trying to drive pricing 
down, the stakes are getting higher, and responsibility becomes greater. In today’s liability shell game, 
flooring contractors need to be more aware than ever of the potential pitfalls they face every day. Many of 
them have nothing to do with the flooring itself. Since most commercial flooring is installed on concrete, it 
is more important than ever to be aware of what’s in the mix and could affect your work, reputation, and 
bottom line.  
 
If you think flooring manufacturers have any knowledge of what lurks in the concrete that can compromise 
an installation or their product, think again.  There is no one employed by any manufacturer, of any floor-
ing products, that is aware of the science or chemistry that may affect their products in the field.  Just look 
at the arbitrary guidelines for moisture in concrete stated by manufacturers who basically follow each oth-
er down the path of throwing out numbers that are virtually guesses.  At least moisture in concrete can be 
detected and measured.  You have no idea what’s hiding in plain site when you look at a concrete slab.  
The people who develop the moisture standards for concrete have not adequately addressed the pH is-
sue of concrete or the products applied to concrete.  Always remember moisture is an issue, but what is 
more of an issue is pH.  You cannot have pH without having moisture present. When pH levels rise to cer-
tain thresholds, flooring materials can be chemically compromised into premature failures.  Again, to fur-
ther complicate the moisture issues, the people who write these moisture standards are not communi-
cating with the cement industry to find out just how the latest changes in their industry affects the end  

Highly Burnished Slab No Moisture Penetration 
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result in the flooring industry.  
  
We’re seeing more and more flooring failures and issues as a result of the flooring industry making state-
ments their products can’t keep.  People are spewing inaccuracies and the flooring contractors and in-
stallers are getting blamed for doing something wrong.   For an industry that’s crying about training and 
keeping installers there’s a lot of blame being placed on the guys installing the product when the product 
itself may be to blame.  This is not a good way to build relationships.  Let me shock you by saying, every 
product or installation failure is not the result of the installation, and this is truer now with the flood of vi-
nyl plank and tile products.  Quite frankly, most of the failures of these products is a product problem.  
It’s hard to mess up the installation of a product that you take out of a box in pieces and place on the 
floor with or without glue.  It’s not like having to install an intricate patterned piece of carpet that must be 
placed, matched, trimmed, edge sealed, seamed, and stretched in.  That’s much easier to mess up than 
putting a piece of vinyl flooring down.    
  
To be sure, we’re going to be seeing more challenges installing over concrete quite simply because 
there will be so many varieties of components in the mix.  You’re not going to know that they are there, 
and when they do compromise an installation, what you have to do about it.  One thing is certain.  Floor-
ing contractors don’t mix, pour, or place the concrete and have nothing to do with what goes into it.  If 
the flooring failure can be traced to the concrete, which it could be, you’re going to need someone who 
can determine that.  Fortunately, we can do that and we have, many times.  So, if the information in this 
newsletter has you shaking your head, know that we’re always here to help you.  We can always deter-
mine what went wrong, why, who’s at fault and how to fix and resolve a flooring failure - always. 
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