
Q. On a recent basement remodel, I
wanted to use steel studs to frame out the
exterior walls, but my framer advised
against it. He cited a similar project involv-
ing steel studs, where, after time, an outline
of each steel stud appeared through the dry-
wall and finish. Any idea what may have
caused this “shadowing” effect?

A. Don Jackson, managing editor of JLC,
responds: Steel studs are excellent con-
ductors of heat (in other words, lousy
insulators), so the surface of the drywall
directly over the stud flange stays cooler
than the surface of the drywall between
the studs. As air moves across the sur-
face of the drywall (chances are there’s
forced-air heat in the house), dust and
soot particles will stick to the cooler sur-
face of the wall over the stud.
Condensation may also form on the
cooler surface, attracting dust and soot
and even supporting mildew growth.
The result will be dark streaks on the
wall at the studs. The screw heads may
also appear as dark spots.

If the stains seem to be sooty or oily,
it’s time to have the furnace checked to
see whether the burners are operating
properly. Check also to see whether the
insulation on the inside of the air han-
dler housing is breaking down, or
whether there’s a small crack in the heat

exchanger. Oily stains might indicate
that unburned atomized fuel oil is being
carried through the ductwork. 

If you want to use steel studs — or
even if you use wood — leave at least a
1/2-inch gap between the foundation
wall and the back of the stud. This ther-
mal break will prevent the stud from
losing heat directly to the foundation
wall by conduction. It will also prevent
the steel studs from rusting over time as
moisture wicks through the masonry or
concrete wall. Even if the basement
appears to be dry, it’s a good idea to
install a poly vapor barrier over the
foundation wall, especially if you plan
to insulate the wall cavity. A layer of
foil-faced rigid foam under the drywall
should prevent striping. 

Since steel studs can be flimsy when
there isn’t drywall on both sides, use
plywood or drywall scraps as spacers
halfway up the wall to stiffen the studs
(see illustration, below). Attach the
spacers by screwing them to the web of
the stud, using them like shims to
ensure a flat wall plane. 

OSB Offgassing
Q. I’m building a home for a client who is
concerned about toxic offgassing from the
OSB in the wood I-joists we’re using for the
floor. Is this a real concern?

A. Paul Fisette, director of the Building
Materials and Wood Technology program
at the University of Massachusetts in
Amherst, responds: OSB is usually bonded
with phenol formaldehyde in confor-
mance with the ANSI A208 standard (1-
1989, Grade 2-M-W). This resin reacts to
become insoluble, resulting in negligi-
ble or no offgassing. The miniscule
amounts of formaldehyde will dissipate
in time.

There’s an alternate binder used by
some OSB manufacturers that contains
no formaldehyde. It’s a type of ure-
thane known as MDI (methane di-
isocyanate). OSB made with MDI is
more moisture-resistant and dimen-
sionally stable, but it’s also more
expensive. It’s mainly used in brand-
name T&G subfloor products, where
any swelling from moisture might tele-
graph through to the floor finishes.
You probably won’t find a wood I-joist
manufacturer who is using OSB made
with MDI.

If your client is a “hypersensitive”
individual, you may want to use dimen-
sional lumber joists — but you’ll also
have to avoid the use of all panel prod-
ucts anywhere in the house, since most
plywoods are made with phenol
formaldehydes. The offgassing from car-
pet and furniture upholstery would be a
much greater concern than the OSB in
floor joists.

But for ordinary individuals, OSB
offgassing should not concern you.
The Structural Board Association
(416/730-9090; www.osbguide.com),
can provide you a technical data sheet
on the issue. 
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GOT A QUESTION? Send
it to On the House, JLC,
932 West Main St.,
Richmond, VT 05477; or e-mail to
jlc@bginet.com.
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