
What Causes That Musty Smell From Carpet and
How to Fix It
If you have ever walked into a room and noticed a damp, earthy odor clinging to the floor, you
already know how unsettling it can be. That musty smell from carpet is not just unpleasant. It
is usually a sign that something is wrong beneath the surface. Over the years I have seen this
problem in basements, living rooms, and even offices where a small leak went unnoticed for
weeks. The odor often creeps in slowly, so by the time you really notice it, the cause has
already settled in.

The most common trigger is moisture. Carpets act like sponges, and once they absorb water
from a spill, a flood, or even high humidity, the conditions become perfect for mold and mildew
to grow. Mold remediation specialists know that the smell is often the first clue. You might not
see the discoloration yet, but the spores are already multiplying inside the carpet fibers and the
carpet padding underneath. That is where the trouble starts.

Why Your Carpet Smells Musty
The musty smell from carpet comes from microbial growth. Mold and mildew release volatile
organic compounds as they break down organic material. Carpet fibers, dust, and even the
adhesive used in carpet padding provide plenty of food for these organisms. When moisture
gets trapped, the fungus and bacteria multiply fast. This is especially common in basements
where humidity stays high, or near an HVAC system that circulates damp air without proper
drainage.

I have worked on cases where a small water damage event from a pipe leak went unrepaired
for only a few days, and the smell was already noticeable. The moisture soaks into the
subfloor, and the carpet padding holds it like a towel. Even after the surface dries, the padding
stays damp. That lingering dampness is what feeds the mold. Over time, the spores spread
through the room and into the HVAC system, making the whole house smell stale.

https://carpetmoldremovalservices.com/


Common Sources of Moisture

Finding the source of moisture is the first step. Some of the most frequent causes I see
include:

Leaks from plumbing or roof damage that go unnoticed behind walls or under floors

High indoor humidity from poor ventilation or a lack of a dehumidifier in the basement

Flooding or spills that were not dried thoroughly, especially if the carpet padding got
wet

Condensation around windows or on concrete slabs that seeps into the carpet edge



Pet accidents that clean the surface but leave urine soaking into the padding and
subfloor

Each of these situations creates a microenvironment where mold thrives. The Carpet and Rug
Institute recommends keeping indoor humidity below 60 percent to prevent microbial growth.
That is a solid target, but in practice, many homes struggle to maintain that level without active
measures like a dehumidifier or an air purifier with a HEPA filter.

Does Steam Cleaning Help or Hurt?
A lot of people try steam cleaning as a quick fix. The idea makes sense on the surface: hot
water and detergent should lift dirt and kill mold. But steam cleaning can actually make the
problem worse if not done right. The steam adds more moisture to the carpet and padding. If
the room does not have good airflow or if the carpet takes too long to dry, you are basically
giving the mold a warm bath. I have seen cases where a do-it-yourself steam cleaning made
the musty smell stronger within a few days.

Professional steam cleaning can work, but only if the equipment extracts enough water and the
drying time is short. Even then, if the mold has already grown into the carpet padding or the
subfloor, surface cleaning will not stop it. The smell will return because the root cause is still
there.

Practical Steps to Get Rid of the Smell
If you are dealing with a musty smell from carpet, start by identifying the moisture source. Use
leak detection to find hidden water problems. Check the basement walls for cracks, look under
sinks, and inspect the carpet near exterior doors. Once you fix the moisture, you can move on
to treatment.

Baking soda is a popular home remedy. Sprinkling a generous layer over the carpet, letting it sit
overnight, and vacuuming it up can absorb some odors. But baking soda does not kill mold. It
only masks the smell temporarily. For a more thorough approach, a HEPA vacuum is essential.
It captures spores that standard vacuums just blow back into the air. Follow that with an
antimicrobial treatment designed for carpets. These products kill mold and mildew on contact
and leave a residue that resists future growth.



In severe cases, encapsulation is a better solution. This method uses a sealant that locks mold
spores and their byproducts inside the carpet fibers. The spores are still there, but they cannot
release odors or spread into the air. Encapsulation works well when the carpet is still in good
condition and you want to avoid replacement. It is not a cure for active mold growth, but it can
stop the smell and prevent further contamination.

When to Call a Professional

Not every situation can be handled with household supplies. If the mold has spread into the
subfloor or the carpet padding, removal and replacement are usually necessary. Professional
mold remediation involves cutting out the affected carpet, treating the subfloor with fungicide,



and installing new padding and carpet. The cost is higher, but it is the only way to guarantee
the smell will not return.

I have also seen situations where the HVAC system spreads the odor throughout the house. In
those cases, the ductwork needs to be cleaned and treated, and the air purifier needs a HEPA
filter rated for mold spores. Running a dehumidifier in the basement or the affected room helps
keep humidity low while the remediation is underway.

Preventing Future Problems
Once the smell is gone, the goal is to keep it from coming back. Regular vacuuming with a
HEPA vacuum reduces the dust and organic matter that mold feeds on. Keeping indoor
humidity under control with a dehumidifier is probably the single most effective step. In
basements, a dehumidifier running continuously during humid months can make a huge
difference.

Also, be careful with carpet cleaning. Avoid soaking the carpet. If you do need to clean it, use a
method that extracts as much water as possible, and make sure fans or windows are open to
speed up drying. The Carpet and Rug Institute recommends that carpets dry within 24 hours to
prevent mold growth. If they stay damp longer, you are inviting trouble.



Finally, stay alert for signs of water damage. A small leak from a pipe or a roof can go
unnoticed for weeks. Regular leak detection checks, especially in hidden areas like behind
appliances or under sinks, can catch problems before they turn into mold colonies. The earlier
you act, the less likely you are to end up with that musty smell that makes every room feel
damp and unhealthy.

Mold and mildew are persistent, but they need moisture to survive. Cut off the moisture, and
you cut off the problem. Whether you choose baking soda for a quick fix or call in a mold
remediation crew for a full treatment, the key is to address the source, not just the smell. Your
nose is usually right. If it smells musty, something is growing. Do not ignore it.


