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Know Your
Crawlspace

A Homeowner's Guide to Moisture, Vapor Barriers, Insulation, Drainage & Warning Signs

WHAT TO LOOK FOR
Simple visual checks

WHAT IT MAY MEAN
Understand warning signs

WHEN TO CALL
Know when DIY stops

A healthier crawlspace starts with understanding what is happening below
your home.
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1. Why Your Crawlspace Matters
Your crawlspace may be out of sight, but it sits directly beneath the living space and can affect moisture,
comfort, odors, pests, plumbing, insulation, and portions of the home's structure.

A homeowner does not need to become a crawlspace specialist. The goal is to recognize changes early and
know which conditions deserve professional evaluation.

What belongs on your radar
• Standing water or persistently damp soil

• Musty odors or visible condensation

• Wet, fallen, or damaged insulation

• Displaced or missing ground vapor barrier

• Plumbing or HVAC condensation leaks

• Wood staining, softness, decay, or unusual movement

• Pest activity or damaged vents/access doors

HOME READY PRO TIP

Check the crawlspace after prolonged rain and again during hot, humid weather. Different conditions reveal different
problems.



THE HOME READY PROS  |  YOUR HOME. YOUR PLANS. OUR PURPOSE.

2. Moisture: The Main Crawlspace Enemy
Moisture can enter a crawlspace from several directions. Finding the source matters more than simply drying
what you can see.

Possible source What you may notice

Ground moisture Damp soil, condensation, musty odor, wet vapor barrier

Exterior drainage Water after storms, erosion, wet foundation areas

Plumbing leak Localized dripping, staining, wet insulation or puddles

HVAC condensation Moisture near ducts, air handler, drain lines or equipment

Humid outdoor air Condensation on cooler surfaces during warm humid weather

STOP & CALL A PROFESSIONAL

Standing water, sewage, widespread fungal-like growth, unsafe electrical conditions, structural deterioration, or an
unknown recurring moisture source should not be treated as a simple DIY cleanup.
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3. Understanding the Vapor Barrier
A ground vapor barrier is plastic sheeting installed over exposed soil to reduce the amount of ground moisture
entering the crawlspace air.

What to check
• Is most exposed soil covered?

• Are large sections pulled back, torn, or displaced?

• Is water sitting on top of the plastic?

• Are seams and edges configured appropriately for the crawlspace system?

• Has plumbing, pest, or other work disturbed the material?

A vapor barrier helps manage ground moisture, but it does not repair plumbing leaks, exterior drainage failures,
foundation water entry, or every humidity problem.

HOME READY PRO TIP

Do not assume thicker plastic alone solves a wet crawlspace. Water source, drainage, ventilation or conditioning
strategy, and the condition of the structure all matter.
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4. Insulation, Ductwork & Plumbing
Crawlspace components often provide clues before the living space shows a problem.

Insulation
• Look for batts that are wet, compressed, hanging, missing, or contaminated.

• Wet insulation should prompt a search for the moisture source before replacement.

Ductwork
• Look for disconnected or damaged ducts, excessive condensation, or visibly failed insulation.

• Do not open HVAC equipment or disturb electrical components.

Plumbing
• Look for active drips, mineral staining, corrosion, wet wood, or damp insulation below plumbing lines.

• A dry stain may be old; document it and check whether it changes.

STOP & CALL A PROFESSIONAL

Active leaks, damaged duct systems, electrical hazards, sewage, or work requiring modification of plumbing/HVAC
systems should be handled by an appropriate qualified professional.
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5. Wood, Structure & Pest Warning Signs
The crawlspace exposes portions of the floor framing and support system. Homeowners should observe - not
diagnose - structural conditions.

Watch for
• Wood that looks darkened, soft, crumbling, split, or unusually distorted

• Sagging or damaged joists, beams, posts, or supports

• New cracks or movement around foundation walls or piers

• Mud tubes, damaged wood, droppings, nesting material, or other pest evidence

• Floors above that feel newly soft, bouncy, or uneven

IMPORTANT

Do not probe, cut, remove, or alter structural members simply to investigate them. Photographs and professional
evaluation are safer and preserve the condition for diagnosis.
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6. A Safe Homeowner Crawlspace Check
If the crawlspace is safely accessible and you are comfortable entering, keep the inspection simple.

• Use a bright flashlight and wear appropriate protective clothing.

• Stay on stable ground and watch for low framing, nails, wiring, animals, and sharp debris.

• Do not touch exposed electrical components or unknown materials.

• Do not disturb suspected mold, asbestos-containing materials, animal waste, or damaged insulation.

• Photograph anything unusual so you can compare it later.

• Exit immediately if you encounter strong gas/sewage odors, electrical arcing, significant standing water,
aggressive animals, or another unsafe condition.

HOME READY PRO TIP

If safe entry is questionable, you can still learn a lot from the access opening with a flashlight and camera. There is no
reason to crawl into an unsafe space just to complete a checklist.
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7. Crawlspace Quick-Check Worksheet
Use this page seasonally, after major storms, or whenever something in the home makes you suspect a
crawlspace issue.

Check OK Needs Attention

No standing water ■ ■

Soil/vapor barrier generally dry ■ ■

No active plumbing leaks ■ ■

Insulation secure and dry ■ ■

Ductwork appears intact ■ ■

No strong musty or sewage odor ■ ■

No obvious wood deterioration ■ ■

No new pest evidence ■ ■

Access door/vents in expected condition ■ ■

No unexplained condensation ■ ■

Date checked: ____________________     Weather: ____________________
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8. What to Do When You Find a Problem
Not every crawlspace concern is an emergency. Prioritize based on what can cause injury or continuing
damage.

Priority Examples Next step

NOW Electrical hazard, sewage, major active leak,
significant standing water, structural instability

Avoid the area and contact the appropriate
professional.

SOON Recurring dampness, wet insulation, persistent musty
odor, drainage problems, pest evidence

Document it and arrange evaluation before
deterioration continues.

MONITO
R

Old dry stain, minor vapor-barrier displacement,
condition with no active moisture

Photograph, date it, and recheck after rain or
seasonal change.

THE HOME READY PRO APPROACH

Start with the cause, not just the symptom. A successful crawlspace repair should address why moisture, damage, or
deterioration is occurring - not simply cover it up.
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9. Crawlspace Home Record
Keep basic crawlspace information with your home records. It can be useful for future maintenance, repairs,
inspections, and resale preparation.

Vapor barrier installed/updated: _________________________________________________

Drainage work completed: _________________________________________________

Insulation work completed: _________________________________________________

Pest treatment/company: _________________________________________________

Plumbing repairs below home: _________________________________________________

HVAC/duct repairs: _________________________________________________

Moisture evaluation date: _________________________________________________

Other notes: _________________________________________________

Photos / contractor information / warranty location:
________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

This guide is educational and is not a substitute for a home inspection, engineering evaluation, pest inspection, environmental assessment,
code review, or trade-specific diagnosis.



