Easy Button

I have to confess that I recently made an impulse purchase.  I just couldn’t resist…I was at the checkout counter at Staples, waiting to pay for my pens and printer ink, when I saw it.  A big, red “Easy Button” for sale, strategically offered right by the checkout line.  Have you seen this commercial?  I just love it, and before I had time to think about how impractical this novelty item really is, I was already paying for it.  Brilliant point-of-purchase merchandising on Staples’ part.
I think the commercial has wide appeal because, after all, who among us doesn’t want a quick, easy fix for the challenges we face – especially at work?   This is definitely true in our industry, and it made me think about how uncoupling membranes are being used like the “Easy Button” for tile installation.  On the surface, it makes sense – uncoupling membranes make it easy, right?  No thought or in-depth analysis required.  Don’t get me wrong – uncoupling membranes are a great tool when used correctly and under the right circumstances.  BUT, but they are definitely not a one-size-fits-all solution for every tile installation.  We still have to approach each project individually, assess its challenges and conditions, and use the products that will ultimately produce the best result.

Traditional uncoupling membranes were actually roofing felt used with a mortar bed installation.  Though it is time consuming and requires some skill, this is an excellent system and there are circumstances where it’s still the best solution.  Today’s new uncoupling membranes usually involve a thin fabric underneath a plastic top.  They’re very popular and considerably easier to use.  But, these membranes do have their own sets of challenges and requirements, meaning we cannot just hit the Easy Button and automatically use them every time.  
The primary concern with uncoupling membranes has to do with their ability to form an adequate bond with the substrate and the tile.  For example, uncoupling membranes can cause curing problems if they are used with porcelain.  Most often, porcelain manufacturers recommend bonding porcelain tile with a 118.4 modified thin-set.  But because both the porcelain tile and the plastic membrane are non-porous, the 118.4 thin set won’t fully cure between them – there’s nowhere for the moisture vapor to go, and ultimately there is a significant risk of bond failure.    
In fact, most thin-set manufacturers do not recommend bonding their mortars to plastics, and suggest a simple water test for all substrates to determine bonding suitability.  If the substrate can absorb a small amount of water, then the mortar should achieve a good bond.  If not, and the water beads up, then you won’t get an adequate bond and for concrete substrates it might be necessary to scarify or bead blast the floor.

Uncoupling membranes use a waffle design, with mortar “locking” into the grids.  Since this is all that holds the tile to the membrane, you’ll need to make absolutely certain that the tile and the mortar are appropriate for that application, otherwise again you’ll be risking bond failure.

One of the advantages of uncoupling membranes is that they allow the tile assembly to “skate” on top of the substrate – which is beneficial if you have a poor substrate and not enough clearance for a traditional mortar bed.   But, if you are worried about minor in-plane movement, then a flexible mortar used with a bonded anti-fracture / waterproofing membrane or a sound attenuation / anti fracture membrane is a much safer option.

Another area to consider carefully is the curing of concrete.  At the 2007 World of Concrete Convention in Las Vegas, they had several seminars about controlling cracking and shrinkage of concrete. All new concrete is going to have some shrinkage and cracking, mostly in the first 28 days. Most of the moisture in the slab is used for hydration; the rest either evaporates or remains in the slab. Bonded anti-fracture membranes absorb the movement of the slab and remain bonded to the substrate – a significant advantage over an uncoupling membrane, which can break loose from the substrate.  At that point, the tile is only bonded to the uncoupling membrane, and you may see a multitude of problems, including cracked grout, loose or hollow sounding tile, and even cracked tile.  
The most important thing to remember is that the only thing bonding the uncoupling membrane to the substrate is a thin fabric, which is meant to break away when the substrate moves.  This leaves the plastic top un-bonded to the substrate. According to the TCNA 2006  specifications for dry-set mortar, suitable backings, when properly prepared, include plumb and true masonry, concrete, gypsum board, cementitous backer units, fiber-cement underlayments, coated glass mat water-resistant gypsum backerboard, cured Portland cement mortar beds, brick, ceramic tile, and dimension stone.  Unlike plastic, these materials are all porous. To avoid less-than-ideal results, it’s always best to consult with both membrane and setting material manufacturers when using uncoupling membranes.

We all have busy lives and daily challenges, and could sure use the Easy Button -- who doesn’t want to make work easier?   If you are an expert on tile installation and have the time and means to do the necessary research, then it can be okay to mix and match materials from different manufacturers, like the uncoupling membranes.  But my recommendation for the Easy Button in our industry is to work with a manufacturer who is a single source provider, with complete systems for all different types of tile and stone installations.  These manufacturers will make your job easier by providing the right materials for the best results, along with technical support to make sure all goes smoothly and a warranty to protect you in the long run.  That’s what I call easy.
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