
Dealing with screw pops in  
today’s building industry
Since its introduction plasterboard installation has gone through many phases. Initially, 
plasterboard entered the domestic market as an economical internal lining. Today it is found in 
the most expensive and exclusive residences. This change to market trends has resulted in a 
greater expectation in the overall perfection of the finished product.

Along the way some 
of the more serious 
problems with 
installation have been 
overcome - for example, 
cracking problems 
associated with cotton 
tape; peaking joints 
have been minimised 
with back blocking 
along with many others. 
Unfortunately one 
problem which has 
proven difficult, if not 
impossible, to eliminate 
despite best efforts is 
popping or movement 
around the screw 
heads. It’s a difficult 
issue for the plasterer 
because it is often not 

identified nor does it become apparent until well after 
hand over and you could be dealing with this up to 2, 4, 
or 5 years down the track.

Initially plasterboard ceilings were fixed in place using a 
complete nail system (no adhesive). The adhesive/nail 
fixing method was introduced soon after to reduce the 
amount of mechanical fixing required and to reduce the 
undulations in the sheeting. The framing back then was 
hardwood with pitched roofs and the method of fixing 
was galvanised clouts. Pine trusses followed and the 
galvanised clouts were quickly replaced by 30mm ring 
shank nails. Screws had already been in use, however 
a lack of powered sites and no rechargeable screw guns 
meant the hammer was the weapon of choice.

Nowadays most jobs are screw fixed by mechanical guns 
and collated screws. Changes to fixing systems has been 
a positive step forward, however there is more work to be 
done to eliminate screw popping from the top 10 defect 
lists in new homes. 

All phases of movement throughout the life of the 
building can lead to screw popping truss cambers 
levelling out under load, soil and foundation movement, 
expansion and contraction due to temperature build up 
in the roof space, normal construction settlement, traffic 
in the ceiling space due to the installation of aftermarket 

extras for example, air conditioning units, insulation, 
electrical fittings, solar panels and the list goes on. 
Another contributing factor can be the breaking of the 
paper liner by over-zealous screwing.

How do we reduce it
Correct building design is of paramount importance - 
for example, reduce large truss spans; introduce metal 
battens instead of direct fix to bottom chords; truss 
trimmers correctly positioned to allow trades to walk in 
the cavity; more attention to truncated girder trusses; 
application and correct placement of control joints, 
applying correct torque settings to screw guns and just 
as important is to provide advice to post installation 
companies about ceiling loadings and accessing building 
spaces without damaging plasterwork.

How do we rectify it
Solutions will be dependent on the cause of the defect. 
Given the range of causes as shown above there are a 
considerable amount of options, but let’s start with the 
most common.

Most common rectification includes the cosmetic fix 
which is re-topping the screw; re-screw the sheeting or 
replace the affected sheeting, bearing in mind that full 
sheet replacement gives the best outcome. 

You should not take rectification of popped screws lightly 
as these may be an indicator of more serious issues in 
the background that need to be investigated by yourself, 
the builder and designer/architect.

Remember in most situations “if you fix it - you own it”, 
so avoid taking on more responsibilities that are not 
your own. Prior to commencing rectification work, make 
sure the cause has been investigated and identified 
and you are satisfied that liabilities have been allocated 
appropriately to all parties.

Also identify if the work is regarded as repair of defective 
work or maintenance due to the ageing process as this 
could make a significant difference to your back pocket. 

Remember in most situations  
“if you fix it - you own it”
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