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How to Distinguish Mold Growth from Stains 

& Other Common Discolorations 

The first step in any mold investigation is a visual inspection of 

the building and documentation of the area(s) covered by visible 

mold growth. 

This requires the ability to recognize mold growth as opposed to 

dirt, stains or other discolorations. mold investigators sometimes 

come across discolorations or stains that they suspect to be mold 

growth, only to receive a report from the lab indicating there 

was no mold growth. 

(By the way, ‘No mold growth’ does not mean the sample 

is ‘mold-free’. The sample could be having settled spores and if the sample was cultured, these 

spore can grow into mold if they are viable. Therefore, culturing of bulk samples will yield mold 

growth but this does not necessarily mean the mold was growing on the material.) 

Commonly, black discolorations on insulation material and wood can be difficult to distinguish 

from mold. Similarly if the mold has matured and degenerated, it is difficult to recognize since it 

rubs off the surface leaving only stained spots or patches. 

Growth of some groups of molds is easy to recognize and even to tell the genus of the mold 

involved. For instance mold growth on this ceiling wood (see the picture on the left) would not 

be difficult to recognize and even to suspect that it is a Penicillium. 

Generally, the growth pattern of the mold and the colony surface texture determines whether it 

would be easy to recognize or not. Growth of molds that lack aerial mycelia and have fine 

texture would be difficult to recognize by unaided eye. It would also be difficult to recognize 

mold growth if the colour of the surface on which the mold is growing is similar to that of the 

mold or if the mold is not pigmented. 

How do we tell if it is mold growth? 

1. Are conditions suitable for mold growth present? For 

mold growth to occur there should be a nutrient source, 

moisture and suitable temperature. So, the first step would be to 

determine if the material being investigated for mold growth is 

biodegradable and its moisture content. In indoor environment, 

the temperature is always within the range required by 

environmental molds. Events that would be indicative of mold 

growth include water leaks, floods, high humidity and poor 

ventilation. Water-damaged drywall, wood materials, jute, 

wallpaper, and cardboard are prone to mold growth when damp. 
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mold growth tends to follow the pattern of water condensation or leak. In cases where 

water damage is not obvious use of a humidity sensor and a moisture meter is 

recommended. Both active and inactive mold can produce volatile organic compounds 

which may have distinctive smell commonly described as musty or earthy. Such smells 

are therefore suggestive of mold growth. 

 

2. Are signs of mold growth present? Signs are the actual physical evidence of the 

occurrence of mold growth on a surface. These include:  

o mycelia or mold growth readily visible to the unaided eye as blue green, bluish, 

yellowish, greyish, black, white or other shades of these colours. With some 

molds, the observed colour is actually the colour of the spores. Colour together 

with texture would more or less confirm mold growth. Although it is possible to 

have one dominant mold, often different groups of molds grow together giving a 

variegated surface appearance. 

o Discoloration or spotting on surfaces. As the mold grows on the material it 

produces enzymes for breaking down the material for easy absorption. Some 

molds also produce pigmented compounds that stain the surface on which the 

mold is growing. Irregular stains may be an indication of mold growth. 

Aureobasidium pullulans, Sclerophoma pithyophila, Cladosporium spp may cause 

black or black-blue stains on wood. The fruit-bodies and possibly dark coloured 

hyphae of the molds may be present. 

o Water stains. Water stains are an indication of water problem and hence the 

possibility of mold growth. 

o Damage to surfaces. Peeling or curling of vinyl floors, wallpaper or paint. mold 

(and other microorganisms) will cause structural damage to the material it is 

growing on. Damage may not be obvious depending on the material and the 

length of time the material has been infested by the mold. 

How to confirm mold growth is present 

In some cases mold growth is obvious and may not require further confirmation. To confirm 

whether those coloured spots, patches or stains are mold growth or not, a magnifying glass can 

help to see the mold structures and for some groups even to tell the genus.  An investigator 

should have a magnifying glass in their tool kit for mold investigation. Then proper mold testing 

and analysis can be conducted. 

The characteristics to look for are the: 

 Appearance and texture. Molds form colonies that will most often appear as fluffy, 

velvety or hairy spots or patches of various colours. This is easily observed with species 

of Penicillium, Aspergillus, and Cladosporium growing on surfaces of plaster, wall paper, 

paint, damp wood, carpets and other floor coverings. Actively growing mold in the early 

stages of growth has hair-like extensively branching filaments (hyphae), which develop a 

more hairy appearance as the mold matures. This can easily be seen under a magnifying 
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glass or a portable handheld microscope. Actively growing mold may be soft, slimy, and 

damp and may smear when touched. Inactive or dead mold is dry, appears powdery and 

rubs off the surface easily subsequently becoming airborne. If one presses a sticky tape 

on the suspicious surface, mold should easily stick to the tape unless the surface is wet. 

 Fruiting structures. Fruiting structures not only confirms that the spots are mold but 

would also help the investigator (if they have a strong background in mycology) to know 

which taxonomic group the dominant mold belongs to. 

Distinguishing mold from efflorescence 

Salts and minerals leaching out of concrete basements or 

walls form a white, powdery crystals called efflorescence. 

Sometimes it may be difficult to visually distinguish 

between efflorescence and mold. However, since 

efflorescence is caused by water problem there are chances 

of mold growth too. 

The easiest way to distinguish mold from efflorescence is to 

put some of the stuff into a drop of water. If it dissolves, it 

is not mold. Also, since efflorescence is crystallized salts, it 

breaks into a very fine powder if squeezed between fingers. 
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Benefits of MBL’s Mold and Bacteria Testing Services 

 MBL is fully accredited by the Canadian Association for Laboratory Accreditation 

(CALA) to ISO 17025, so your assured of quality, scientifically strong results 

 Consults with you on the most appropriate test methods to use for your samples, or what 

samples may be appropriate for a given investigation. Inappropriate test methods or 

samples cost more money and give results that may be difficult to interpret or defend and 

subsequently a waste of resources. 

 Provide you with prompt and accurate mold and bacteria testing. 
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 Provide you with data interpretation (if required) and relevant technical information. We 

don’t just list molds and bacteria that were identified; we will also detail all the relevant 

identified analysis information. 

 Always willing to provide services after working hours; we understand on-time 

completion of projects is critical to your business. 

 Provide free unlimited after-sales consultation. As our client, you enjoy unlimited 

assistance by sending your questions directly to our Help Desk or by filling out our 

Question Form. For immediate assistance, you are free to call our helpline at 905-290-

9101. 
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