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Houston Home Foundations: Why They Move,
How to Read Them, and How Repair Works

Understand the soil first: the principle, the signs, the repair, and the paperwork — in one guide

Houston's soil is clay, and clay changes volume as its moisture changes — when a foundation here moves, it is often the
soil that moved. This guide works through the principle, the two foundation types, the four common causes, how to read a
home on a tour, and the logic and reference ranges of repair: which cracks are nothing to fear, which signs to take seriously,
who to call first, and what the work involves.

Houston Home Foundations: Why They Move, How to Read It Starts With the Clay Soil

Them, and How Repair Works

1. Start with the principle: when a foundation moves, it is often the soil moving

Houston soil is famously clay. When its moisture content changes, its volume changes with it. In a dry summer the soil loses
water and shrinks, opening gaps under the foundation, and the house settles a little; in the rainy season the soil absorbs
water and swells, pushing the foundation back up. Shrink and swell, cycling year after year, means the forces on a
foundation are never even — that is the root cause of Houston foundation problems. It is not that the houses are badly built;
it is the character of this soil.

2. Once you see that, the rest falls into place

Once you understand this, a lot of other things make sense: why older homes move more, why foundation repair companies
are booked out after a drought year, and why watering a foundation is a serious chore in Houston rather than a joke.

3. The two foundation types, part one: the concrete slab (slab-on-grade)

The most common foundation in existing homes is a single concrete slab (slab-on-grade): the whole house sits on one slab
of reinforced — or post-tensioned cable — concrete. What it cannot handle is uneven settlement of the soil beneath it: one
side sinks and the other does not, the slab bends, and cracks follow.

4. The two foundation types, part two: pier and beam

Older neighborhoods (the older homes around the Heights, for example) often have pier-and-beam foundations: the house
is raised on concrete or wood piers, with a crawl space underneath. The advantage is that repairs and plumbing are
reachable; its typical problems are moisture-damaged wood beams and piers that have shifted — a different thing from a
slab, and it is inspected differently, too.

5. Cause one of four: wet-dry cycles

The first is the wet—dry cycle — the clay shrink-and-swell described above, most pronounced in the dry season.
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6. Cause two of four: large trees

The second is a large tree. Tree roots take up a great deal of water; a big tree growing right against the house is, in effect,
pumping water out of the soil at the base of the wall all year long, so that side dries faster than the rest and settlement turns
uneven. Trees are not forbidden — they just need enough distance.

7. Cause three of four: a plumbing leak under the slab

The third is a leaking pipe under the foundation. A leaking supply or drain line under the slab can soften the soil in one spot
or even wash out a void, and that section drops. This kind of problem usually shows up first as a floor dipping in one place,
or a water bill that rises for no clear reason.

8. Cause four of four: poor drainage

The fourth is drainage that was never done right. Roof water pouring down along the wall amounts to pressure-injecting
water into one side of the foundation every rainy season; that side swells and lifts while the dry side shrinks — the two work
against each other. Downspouts, the slope of the ground away from the house, and the lay of the lot are all details worth a
glance when you tour a home.

9. Reading a home, part one: cracks you do not need to fear

Concrete shrinks as it cures and cracks on its own: hairline cracks, small cracks in tile and grout — most of these are
surface-level and no reason to scare yourself. What deserves attention are signs that carry a sense of displacement.

10. The signals to take seriously

Stair-step cracks running diagonally through exterior brick mortar joints; diagonal cracks in the wall above door and window
frames; doors that no longer close properly and windows that will not slide, concentrated in a few specific ones; an interior
floor visibly higher on one side, something you can feel as you walk; a gap opening between the chimney and the main
structure; and cracks or offsets at wall corners and where the ceiling meets the wall.

11. Eyes give a rough read — numbers settle it

When | walk a home with clients, | make a point of trying every door and window, crouching down to look at which way the
brick-joint cracks run, and rolling a marble or a coin across the floor — that last one is a joke. The simplest thing, really, is to
write down what you notice: which door is tight, which stretch of floor slopes. One sign on its own may not be a big problem;
several together, all concentrated on the same side of the house, are worth having a professional measure. With
foundations, eyes give you the rough picture and numbers settle it: a professional structural engineer runs an elevation
survey and draws the whole home's high and low points as a map — which side has settled, and by how much, at a glance.

12. Who to call: the engineer first, the repair company second

Order matters. A repair company's free “inspection” usually comes with a quote attached, and its position is not neutral by
nature. The steadier route is to hire a licensed, independent structural engineer for an evaluation report first; the fee is
generally in the range of a few hundred dollars (a reference figure — confirm with actual quotes). The report includes an
elevation map and a clear conclusion: normal settlement, keep observing, or repair is needed. With that “diagnosis” in hand,
you can then collect quotes from repair companies and know where you stand.

13. How repair works: lift it back, then support it

Foundation repair has one core move: lift the settled part back close to its original position, and add support underneath that
can hold it there. The common method is to drive pressed concrete piers or steel piers — or drilled, poured piers — around
the perimeter of the house (sometimes inside as well) until they reach a relatively stable soil layer; voids under the slab can
be filled and lifted by grout injection. Filling voids without fixing the support treats the symptom, not the cause; when you
evaluate a proposal, be clear about which of the two you are being sold.
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14. There is no flat price: reference ranges, and what to pin down before signing

There is no flat price for foundation repair: the cost tracks the number of piers, whether interior work is needed, and the size
of the house. In the Houston market, a typical partial repair commonly falls in the range of a few thousand dollars to the ten-
to-twenty-thousand range, and larger jobs with many piers reaching twenty-to-thirty thousand dollars or more are not
unusual — the above are market reference ranges only, and every house needs an on-site assessment before a formal
quote. Before signing, pin down these points: the number of piers and the pier layout map, the lift target, the warranty term,
and whether the warranty can transfer to the next buyer when the home sells. Many Houston repair companies offer a
transferable lifetime warranty, and that is a real, documented plus when the home is resold.

15. Buying a home with prior foundation repair: three documents to check

The seller's disclosure states any known foundation repair history. Repaired does not mean do not buy — what matters is
whether the paperwork is complete: the engineer's report, the repair company's pier layout map, and the warranty certificate
(confirmed transferable, with the transfer paperwork completed). All three in place can be more reassuring than a home that
was never repaired but is still settling. On the loan and insurance side, a past foundation repair is generally not an obstacle;
in individual cases a lender may ask for an explanatory letter from an engineer — just know that in advance.

16. Routine care: small actions, five-figure savings

Foundation care is a routine chore in Houston, and it comes down to one line: keep the moisture in the soil around the
house as even and stable as possible. In the dry season, run a soaker hose slowly around the foundation, set ten to twenty
centimeters from the base of the wall — no heavy flooding. In the rainy season, make sure the downspouts carry water
away from the wall and the ground slopes outward. Keep large trees at a distance from the house, and where trees already
stand, mind the root barriers. A sudden jump in the water bill, or a floor going soft in one spot, should make you think of a
leak under the slab: the earlier you check, the more you save. These actions cost very little; what they prevent is a five-
figure repair bill.

17. In closing

Nine out of ten Houston homes have some foundation movement. The question is never whether it moved, but whether it
moved evenly, whether it has stabilized, and whether the paperwork is complete. On a tour, an extra pair of eyes helps you
sort the signals; before you buy, get the numbers measured. The rest can be dealt with.

If you are unsure about a home, send me the address. | will look at the soil and the building era of its area first, and then we
can go see it on site together.

If this is sitting inside your transaction right now, ask me — free consultation: (347) 774-5396 |
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This guide is general information only and is not a structural engineering assessment. For a specific home, rely on a licensed structural engineer's on-
site evaluation report.

Feel free to share this guide with friends who may find it helpful.
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