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Options exist when choosing a joint sealant

By Lester Hensley

hile they constitute only
\ " / a small percentage of a

construction budget, joint

sealants and other waterproofing-related

issues are responsible for a majority of

post-construction complaints and requests

for retrofits.

According to the Construction
Industry Research and Information
Association (CIRIA), the treatment
of movement joint gaps in buildings—
from design, technology, and installation
standpoints—is underemphasized.
“Although they are a minor component
of the building envelope, joints with
sealants are often responsible for defects
and failures—sometimes after only a
couple of years.”

Additionally, the overall energy
efficiency of a building depends on the
ability of joint sealants to provide thermal
insulation and a barrier against air
infiltration. All too often, the joint sealant
represents the least insulating component,
degrading the effective R-value of the
entire wall system.

That’s why contractors need to
understand that the sealing of structural
expansion joints is not just a matter of
filling the gaps. Joint sealants function
as integral components of the building
envelope. Properly specified and installed,
expansion joints protect the structure
from damaging moisture ingress caused
by wind, gravity, capillary force, surface
tension, and air pressure differentials.

To solve so many problems, manu-
facturers have numerous product options
for joint sealing. Among the most
common are liquid sealants, impregnated
foam sealants, and hybrid technology
sealants.
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Correctly tooled shape
of sealant with depth
1, of width
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Proper positioning of a backer rod ad the tooling of liquid sealant, to achieve

a functional joint.

Liquid sealants

Liquid sealants are widely used
because of the relatively low material
cost and the speed of installation.
Architects appreciate the wide color range
available. Liquid sealants, particularly
high-performance silicone sealants,
provide moisture impermeability, low
modulus, UV resistance, and retain these
physical properties with changes in age
and temperature.

Liquid sealants are supplied in tubes,
pails, sausages, or in other ways convenient
for shipping. They are extruded through
a nozzle into joint gaps over a pre-placed
foam backer rod that serves the sole
function of a temporary installation aide.
The contractor then tools the sealant
against the backer rod to achieve the
hourglass cross-sectional shape needed
for handling extension and compression
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movement. Achieving this hourglass
shape is critical to the performance of
the liquid sealant once it has cured into
a solid plastic state. The backer rod
makes it easy to attain the required shape
but does not provide thermal insulation,
waterproofing, resistance to air pressure
differentials, or any other benefit.

Liquid building sealants are at their
best when used where the basic stresses
in the material are shear stresses and not
tensile stresses. The preferred condition
is the virtual elimination of any tensile
stresses at either the bond line or within
the elastomer.

One limitation of liquid sealants is
the presence of tensile stresses at both
the bond line and within the body of the
cured sealant during extension movement.
The negative effect of these tensile
stresses is aggravated by installing the
liquid sealant in other than the specifically






