The Overlooked Backbone of Building Performance: Why TAB Should Be the First Call
By Rob Barrett, NEBB Certified Professional
Introduction
In the world of commercial buildings, every stakeholder has a different priority — and a different definition of what “working properly” means. HVAC service technicians zero in on equipment performance. Property managers balance tenant satisfaction with operational costs. Tenants care about comfort and the ability to run their business without disruption. But there is one discipline with a holistic view that ties all of these priorities together: Testing, Adjusting, and Balancing (TAB).
TAB professionals ensure that the building, as a living system, is functioning the way it was designed. When a building struggles — whether through comfort complaints, rising energy bills, air quality concerns, or pressure issues — the root cause often lies not in a single piece of equipment, but in the relationship between all the components. That’s where a NEBB-certified TAB firm becomes invaluable.
This article explores how different building stakeholders approach HVAC issues, why these perspectives can be incomplete when taken alone, and how professional TAB work bridges the gap. We’ll also discuss why property managers should make a certified TAB firm one of their first calls when a building begins showing signs of distress.

Four Stakeholders, Four Perspectives

HVAC Service Technicians: Focused on Equipment
HVAC service technicians are trained to troubleshoot equipment: fans, motors, coils, controls, and compressors. Their job is to make sure each device runs as intended. If a VAV box actuator fails or an AHU belt slips, they’re the ones who find and fix it.
But equipment in good condition doesn’t guarantee a good building. A perfectly operating air handler can still serve an imbalanced distribution system. A fan-powered terminal unit may run flawlessly while still delivering incorrect airflow due to upstream issues. Service techs excel at fixing components — but buildings are more than the sum of their parts.
Property Managers: Focused on Cost, Operations, and Tenant Happiness
Property managers juggle budgets, energy expenses, tenant expectations, preventative maintenance, and the smooth operation of the building. When the phone rings, it’s usually because a tenant is hot, cold, or frustrated.
Their view is broad but not always deep into HVAC system performance. They rely on service contractors to diagnose issues quickly and cost‑effectively. When costs rise or complaints repeat, they often assume new equipment or repairs are needed — when in reality, the system may simply need to be balanced and optimized.
Tenants: Focused on Comfort and Productivity
Tenants want one thing: a space that is comfortable, stable, and conducive to their business. Hot/cold spots, stuffy conference rooms, negative pressure at entry doors, or whistling vents disrupt both comfort and productivity.
Tenants rarely care why the system isn’t working — only that it gets fixed. But solving their discomfort often requires system-level insight beyond equipment service.
TAB Professionals: Focused on Total Building Performance
TAB is the discipline that views the building as a single, interconnected organism. A certified TAB professional evaluates:
· Airflow delivery
· System balance
· Pressure relationships
· Outside air intake
· Exhaust system performance
· Filtration effectiveness
· Equipment coordination
· Control sequences
Where service techs see components, TAB sees interactions. Where tenants feel symptoms, TAB finds root causes. And where property managers see rising costs, TAB identifies inefficiencies.
The Building as a System
Buildings breathe. Air moves through them in patterns dictated by design, equipment, and real‑world usage. When these patterns break down, the building begins to fail — quietly at first, then loudly and expensively.
Why Equipment‑Focused Approaches Sometimes Miss the Problem
A building can have:
· A brand‑new air handler
· Replaced actuators and dampers
· Clean filters
· Well‑serviced VAV boxes
…and STILL suffer from negative pressure, poor ventilation, or uneven temperatures.
This is because the underlying issue is not equipment condition — it’s airflow management.
A TAB professional looks at the entire distribution network, from the rooftop unit to the last diffuser. They evaluate whether the equipment, the duct system, and the control strategy are working together to meet the design intent.
Air Quality: The Invisible Priority
While tenants notice temperature, air quality issues are often invisible until they become severe. Poor ventilation can lead to:
· High CO₂ levels
· Stale or humid air
· Odor migration
· Increased illness and absenteeism
TAB verifies that outside air systems are functioning, ventilation rates meet code, and mixed-air strategies are performing correctly — something equipment checks alone cannot confirm.
Building Pressure: The Silent Trouble‑Maker
Improper building pressurization causes a long list of issues:
· Hard‑to‑open doors
· Drafts
· Humidity problems
· Infiltration of dust or odors
· Mold risk
· Excessive energy consumption
A service technician can adjust components that influence pressure, but only a TAB professional tests and balances the building to maintain proper pressure relationships.
How TAB Identifies Root Causes
TAB professionals use instruments and procedures defined by NEBB standards to pinpoint problems such as:
· Under‑performing exhaust fans
· Excessive relief airflow
· Blocked or improperly set outside air dampers
· Incorrect duct static pressures
· Equipment operating outside design parameters
· Imbalanced zones causing domino‑effect discomfort
These findings often reveal that what looked like an equipment problem was actually a system imbalance.
Why Property Managers Should Call a NEBB‑Certified TAB Firm First
When building issues arise, property managers can save time, money, and frustration by calling a NEBB-certified TAB firm early in the process. Here’s why.
1. TAB Prevents Unnecessary Repairs and Costly Guesswork
A building out of balance can mimic equipment failure. Before investing in major repairs, TAB confirms whether the equipment is truly the problem or if the solution is an airflow adjustment.
2. TAB Reduces Energy Costs
Balanced systems operate efficiently. Over‑ventilating, leaking ducts, improper outside air settings, or excessive static pressure all drive up utility bills. TAB identifies these inefficiencies and restores optimal operation.
3. TAB Improves Tenant Comfort — and Tenant Retention
Comfort complaints often stem from airflow issues, not equipment failures. A properly balanced building delivers consistent temperatures and stable ventilation, reducing call‑backs and dissatisfied tenants.
4. TAB Enhances Indoor Air Quality and Safety
NEBB standards ensure that ventilation, filtration, and pressurization are verified and documented. This protects tenants’ health and reduces liability for building owners.
5. TAB Supports Compliance and Documentation
NEBB-certified firms provide verifiable testing procedures, calibrated instruments, and formal reports. These documents help property managers:
· Demonstrate compliance with codes and standards
· Provide proof of proper system performance
· Build a history for long-term facility planning
6. TAB Offers a Holistic, Manufacturer‑Neutral Perspective
Because TAB focuses on system performance, not on selling equipment or service contracts, findings are unbiased. Property managers get clear, actionable information based on design intent and real performance.
Additional Technical Insights and System-Level Findings
Deeper Look: Why Systems Fail Despite "Working" Equipment
Even when equipment appears to operate within manufacturer specifications, hidden imbalances can create systemic issues. In recent NEBB field studies, approximately 42% of comfort complaints were ultimately traced back to airflow imbalances rather than mechanical failures. Further analysis showed:
· 28% of buildings had incorrect outside air damper positions.
· 34% had VAV boxes operating outside of their design CFM ranges.
· 19% showed fan-powered terminal units with ECM motors delivering significantly different airflow than published charts suggested.
These findings reinforce that equipment functionality alone does not ensure building performance.
Diagram: Typical Pressure Relationship Breakdown
      Outdoors
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What this illustrates: When lobby pressure goes negative, doors become difficult to open, humidity is pulled inward, and conditioned air is lost — increasing energy usage and decreasing comfort.
Diagram: Imbalanced VAV Distribution Scenario
 AHU Supply: 20,000 CFM

 VAV1: 3,500 CFM  (OK)
 VAV2: 4,200 CFM  (HIGH)
 VAV3: 2,900 CFM  (LOW)
 VAV4: 3,000 CFM  (LOW)
 VAV5: 5,600 CFM  (VERY HIGH)

 TOTAL: 19,200 CFM delivered vs. 20,000 CFM expected
System effect: Even though the AHU is performing at design airflow, the building experiences hot and cold spots, excessive static in some branches, and low flow in others. A service tech may see “AHU airflow OK,” but a TAB professional sees a distribution failure.
More Technical Detail: Key TAB Diagnostic Measurements
A certified TAB professional performs measurements that equipment-focused technicians often do not include in standard service visits:
· Pitot tube traverses to determine true system airflow at AHU discharge.
· Space pressurization tests using micromanometers to confirm room-to-room and building-to-outdoor pressure relationships.
· Ventilation verification including outside air intake measurement and comparative CO₂ testing.
· Fan curve plotting to ensure equipment is operating on the intended performance curve.
· Terminal device verification (diffuser throws, NC ratings, actual vs. indicated CFM).
· ECM motor profile testing to validate airflow vs. programmed speed.
These procedures provide a full picture of how the building breathes and whether performance aligns with design intent.
Mini Case Study: The Cost of Skipping TAB
A 10-story office building experienced persistent hot/cold complaints. Service contractors replaced:
· 17 actuators
· 3 VAV controllers
· 1 return fan VFD
· Multiple thermostats
Cost to owner: $38,000, with no improvement.
A NEBB-certified TAB firm was finally called. Findings included:
· AHU supplying 15% more outside air than design.
· Return fan tracking improperly, causing negative building pressure.
· Five VAV boxes with incorrect minimum flow settings.
· Three VAV’s with incorrect K Factors.
Two days of TAB work resolved the issues.
Savings vs. continued guesswork: Over $30,000.
Conclusion
Every stakeholder plays a critical role in building performance — the HVAC technician ensures equipment health, the property manager ensures operational efficiency, and the tenant depends on comfort and reliability. But the TAB professional is the bridge that brings all those priorities together.
When a building struggles, calling a NEBB-certified TAB firm first is not just a good idea — it’s the most efficient and cost‑effective path to restoring comfort, performance, and peace of mind. TAB doesn’t just fix buildings; it protects investments, improves tenant satisfaction, and ensures the entire HVAC system delivers on its design promise.
By understanding the building as a system — not just a collection of machines — TAB remains the foundation of long-term building health.


