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Nonwoven in contrast to woven mattress
encasings accumulate mite and cat allergen

To the Editor:
Sensitivity to indoor allergens, including house dust

mites, is common in patients with asthma, and national
guidelines recommend decreasing indoor allergen expo-
sure in such patients.1 Measures to decrease mite allergen
exposure have been extensively studied and reviewed,2

but controversy exists about the effectiveness of particular
measures. Beds are a major source of mite allergen. It is
clear that if avoidance measures are to be successful at
decreasing symptoms, they must succeed in reducing
allergen exposure.3,4

Allergen-proof encasings can be made from vinyl or
from laminates of impermeable or semipermeable mem-
branes, but most current encasings are constructed from
microfiber barrier fabrics. These allow air and water vapor
transmission but have pore sizes small enough to block the
passage of allergen.

There are 2 classes of allergen-impermeable, air-per-
meable barrier fabrics: woven and nonwoven. Woven
fabrics are made from long yarns woven horizontally and
vertically to create the barrier fabric. Woven fabrics can be
washed repeatedly without losing their integrity, and those
with a pore size of 6 mm or less are able to block the
passage of mite and cat dander allergens.5 Nonwoven bar-
rier fabrics are made from short lengths of filaments com-
pressed and bonded together into a solid mass, much like
felt, and have something of the look and feel of a thick pa-
per towel. Nonwoven encasings are less expensive than
woven encasings, but they are generally less durable and
in some cases should not be washed. Although they are
tight enough to block the passage of allergen in short-
term experiments,5 recent studies have suggested that non-
woven encasings are of sufficient depth to allow dust mite
penetration and occasional colonization.6,7 This depth
could possibly also be sufficient to accumulate allergen,
which would in turn negate the benefit of the fabric as
an allergen barrier.

To investigate this, we carried out 2 studies: (1) exam-
ination of live mites and mite feces placed on the surface of
these fabrics and (2) assay of allergen levels on mattress
encasings that had been in daily use for more than 1 year.

Microscopic observation of cultured Dermatophagoides
pteronyssinus mites placed on the woven microfiber encas-
ing confirmed that the mites cannot penetrate into the fabric
(see Fig E1, A [video], in this article’s Online Repository at
www.jacionline.org), with no penetrations seen during a 1-
hour period of observation. Conversely, many of the mites
placed on the nonwoven encasing burrowed beneath the fil-
aments of the fabric, some within seconds (see Fig E1, B
[video], in this article’s Online Repository at www.jacion-
line.org). Sieved pure mite feces placed on the surface of
the woven encasings could be easily wiped off (see Fig
E2, A [video], in this article’s Online Repository at
www.jacionline.org). In contrast, with nonwoven encas-
ings, attempts at wiping pushed the majority of fecal parti-
cles into the substrate of the encasing (see Fig E2, B [video],
in this article’s Online Repository at www.jacionline.org).

To investigate whether allergen accumulated on the
surface of these encasings during normal use, we obtained
20 nonwoven mattress encasings and 12 woven mattress
encasings (of the same types as shown in Figs E1 and E2 in
this article’s Online Repository at www.jacionline.org)
from patients who had used them continuously for at least
1 year (mean period of use, 17.2 months and 17.5 months,
respectively). The nonwoven and woven fabrics used in
these encasings had been demonstrated to be impermeable
to Der p 1 and Fel d 1 by using the technique described
previously.5 Mattress covers were returned by express
mail and kept at 75% relative humidity for several days
before they were examined for live mites. They were then
refrigerated for up to 2 weeks before collection of dust
samples and assays of allergen levels (see Table E1 in
this article’s Online Repository at www.jacionline.org
for details of dust collection and assays).8

A 15 3 15–cm area at the head end of the top outer
surface of each mattress encasing was first examined
microscopically for mite colonization and then checked
for live mites by using the heat escape method.9 With this
technique, gradually increasing heat causes any live mites
to move upward to a clear adhesive paper placed on the
fabric, where they can be counted. Subsequently, dust
samples were obtained from a square meter of the outer
and inner surfaces of each used encasing by vacuuming.
These samples were weighed and analyzed for Der p 1,
Der f 1, and Fel d 1 by means of ELISA (see Fig 1 and
Fig E3 and Table E1 in this article’s Online Repository
at www.jacionline.org).8

Four of the used nonwoven encasings had macroscop-
ically visible dirt and dust embedded in their fabric.
Although no mites were seen either by means of micros-
copy or heat escape, the used nonwoven encasings had
higher quantities of dust and higher levels of mite allergen
on their outer surfaces (see Fig 1 and Table E2 in this arti-
cle’s Online Repository at www.jacionline.org), with mean
Der p 1 and Der f 1 concentrations of 1.35 mg/g and 17.74
mg/g, respectively, compared with mean concentrations of
0.014 mg/g and 0.227 mg/g, respectively, on the used woven
encasings (P < .001, Mann-Whitney U test). Nine of 20
nonwoven mattress encasings had levels of Der p 1, Der f
1, or both of greater than 2 mg/g on their outside surface,
and 5 had levels of greater than 10 mg/g. High levels of
Fel d 1 were also present on the outer surface of 5 of 20
used nonwoven mattress encasings, but none of the 12
used woven encasings, despite the fact that at least 2 of
the owners of the woven encasings allowed a cat in the bed-
room. Mean Fel d 1 was 5.1 mg/g on the nonwoven encas-
ings and 0.2 mg/g on the woven encasings (P 5 .01).
Comparable differences in mite and cat allergen were
found in dust samples from the inside of the fabrics (see
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FIG 1. Concentration of mite and cat allergens in dust from the outside of mattress covers that had been in

regular use for approximately 17 months. P values were calculated by using the Mann-Whitney U test, 2-tailed

analysis.
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Table E2 and Fig E3 in this article’s Online Repository
at www.jacionline.org).

Taken together, these findings indicate that the ability of
a fabric to block the passage of allergen over a 20-minute
period is by itself an insufficient criterion for its use in
allergen avoidance. The encasing should also be smooth
enough to prevent mite colonization and to prevent
allergen accumulation. Because we were unable to find
mites in the encasing material itself, it is not clear that the
mite allergen measured on its surface was produced by
mites that had colonized the fabric. More likely, the
nonwoven fabric, with its irregularly shaped interstices,
was acting as a sink that trapped and retained allergen
produced elsewhere. This is supported by the high cat
allergen levels and the video imaging showing mite fecal
entrapment in the nonwoven fabric. We cannot exclude,
however, the possibility that some of the mite allergen was
produced by mites that had colonized the fabric but left
that substrate before it was studied.

The finding of high allergen levels and the fact that mites
can penetrate into these fabrics raise serious questions
about the use of nonwoven fabrics for allergen avoidance.
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TABLE E1. Summary of dust sample sieved from encasings (in milligrams) and the concentration of allergen measured

within the extracted dust

Woven (n 5 12) Nonwoven (n 5 20)

Outside Inside Outside Inside

Dust collected* (mg)

Mean 47.0 61.9 265.7 210.3

Geometric mean 31.19 35.4 138.1 116.6

Range 12-137 5-250 20-1400 50-1000

Allergen measured� (ng/mL)

Der p 1

Mean 1.17 2.51 77.2 64.5

Geometric mean 15.2 3.58 10.3 13.3

Range 0-15.2 0-20.3 0-1020 0-920

Der f 1

Mean 10.1 40.9 990 1368

Geometric mean 10.4 14.0 87.3 48.0

Range 0-52.8 0-379 0-11400 0-20900

Fel d 1

Mean 6.17 4.49 55.6 107.4

Geometric mean 4.28 2.52 9.89 19.5

Range 0-22.3 0-24.8 1.07-438 0-662

*Dust samples were collected with a handheld vacuum cleaner—a Hoover Turbo Power 1000 (Hoover, Glenwillow, Ohio)—by using an attachment to collect

dust onto a cloth. Vacuum cleaning was carried out over 1 m2 for 4 minutes. Dust samples were sieved through a 300-mm pore size filter, and the sieved dust

was weighed and extracted in borate-buffered saline at 48C overnight. After removing dust by means of centrifugation, extracts were stored at 2208C.

ed out as described in detail elsewhere.8
�Assays to measure allergens by using paired mAbs and standards were carri



TABLE E2. Summary of values for allergen

Der p 1 concentration (mg/g) Der f 1 concentration (mg/g) Fel d 1 concentration (mg/g)

Mattress encasings Outside Inside Outside Inside Outside Inside

Woven

Range 0-0.163 0-0.260 0-0.873 0-1.632 0-0.584 0-0.647

Mean 0.01 0.06 0.23 0.32 0.20 0.13

SD 0.05 0.10 0.32 0.52 0.22 0.18

Median <0.01 <0.01 0.056 0.076 0.108 0.067

25% to 75% 0-0 0-0.8 0-0.44 0-0.43 0.02-0.39 0.01-0.18

Geometric mean* 0.163� 0.26� 0.337� 0.215� 0.125� 0.082�
95% CI 0-0 0.0036-0.34 0.0024-0.10 0-1.02 0.08-0.40 0.025-0.30

Nonwoven

Range 0-20.4 0-18.4 0-210 0-466 0.011-33.4 0-53.00

Mean 1.35 1.23 17.77 29.60 5.10 11.11

SD 4.53 4.07 46.93 103.75 10.49 18.63

Median 0.107 0.109 2.115 1.344 0.798 0.984

25% to 75% 0.02-0.40 0.02-0.44 0.58-10.7 0.08-4.17 0.11-2.12 0.14-27.0

Geometric mean* 0.281� 0.277� 3.11� 2.57� 0.675� 1.28�
95% CI 0-5.68 0-4.23 0.05-0.36 0-0.84 0.05-10.7 2.30-21.2

These data are also shown in Fig 1 and Fig E3.

*Geometric mean values calculated on the positive values.

�P < .05, woven versus nonwoven, Mann-Whitney U test, 2-tailed analysis.

�P < .01, woven versus nonwoven, Mann-Whitney U test, 2-tailed analysis.



FIG E3. Concentration of mite and cat allergens in dust from the

inside of mattress covers that had been in regular use for approx-

imately 17 months.
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