
Houseplants Are Natural Air Filters 

Most people are familiar with the dangers of air pollution in the outdoor environment but fewer know 
that indoor air quality can be unhealthy at times. Indoor air pollution can be released in the form of 
vapors from synthetic building materials like pressed wood that can contain hazards like formaldehyde. 
Other materials such as carpeting, oil- based surface finishes, cleaning supplies, adhesives and other 
materials may also emit harmful vapors at times. A complicating factor is some homes have been so well 
insulated that air exchange from the outside is limited allowing gases to build up. 

Some of the materials like paint strippers release chemicals as they are used while other materials emit 
vapors over time as they age. Certain people may be unaffected by this but more sensitive individuals 
may experience unpleasant symptoms such as eye irritation, headaches and allergies. 

Other sources of indoor air pollutants can come from combustion byproducts such as carbon monoxide, 
sulfur dioxide and tobacco smoke. Gas ranges, water heaters and furnaces are some sources of 
combustion. 

Some other pollutants include benzene and toluene which can be found in adhesives, caulk, paints, 
carpeting and particleboard. Acetone can come from stains, varnishes and nail polish remover. 
Formaldehyde can be emitted from upholstery, floor coverings, ceiling tiles and draperies. 

The good news is there are things you can do to improve indoor air quality. One of the most natural 
solutions is to add houseplants to the indoor environment. We all know that plants use carbon dioxide 
and release oxygen but they also help to reduce potentially harmful volatile organic compounds in the 
air. This was demonstrated in a study by NASA several years ago that measured the effectiveness of 
houseplants in reducing these compounds and filtering the air. 

While all plants are potentially helpful the following were shown to be very effective: 

Spider Plant 
Golden Pothos 
Peace Lily 
Areca Palm 
English Ivy 
Chinese Evergreen 
Snake Plant 
Heart leaf Philodendron 
Janet Craig Dracaena 
Weeping Fig 
 
The recommended amount of plants to use is one houseplant per one hundred square feet of area. This 
assumes a plant that is in at least a 6” pot and is in good health. Remember that plants may not filter all 
compounds from the air but they will certainly help. Most houseplants will come with a care tag that will 
tell you how much light they require for best growth and how much water they prefer. Follow these 
guidelines for best results. 
 
Houseplants are a natural and easy way to help reduce indoor air pollution. The use of high efficiency 
(HEPA) air filters and exhaust fans are also options. For more information on using houseplants to 
improve indoor air quality contact: 



 
John Farfaglia, CCE Niagara County, Horticulture Educator, jaf21@cornell.edu 
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