
Every builder eventually meets the same question on a tight budget or a rushed schedule: can you pour a concrete slab
without footings and call it a day? On paper, it looks tempting. Less excavation, fewer forms, quicker time on the cement
truck, fewer concrete tools to rent, and a slab that seems to carry the load just fine. In practice, skipping footings is one of
those choices that can haunt a project for decades. Not always, but often enough to be expensive.

Footings are not an industry habit born from tradition. They are a structural response to soil behavior, loading patterns,
frost depth, and long-term movement. The challenge is that all those variables are invisible the day you pour. They only
reveal themselves after seasons of wet and dry cycles, after a heavy winter, or when your new workshop finally fills with
machinery and shelving.

This is a deep dive into where footings matter, where they might be negotiable, and what happens when you try to
outsmart physics with a little extra concrete.

What a footing actually does
It helps to strip away the jargon. A footing is simply a widened, thickened section under the foundation that spreads load
into soil. Soil is the real structure under any building. Footings give the soil a bigger “shoe” so it doesn’t sink, tilt, or
shear under concentrated weight. In most residential work, the footing is either a continuous strip under bearing walls or
a thickened pad under columns and point loads. For slabs, there are two common patterns: a monolithic slab with
thickened edges and interior beams, or a slab floating on grade with independent strip footings.

Footings also address frost. In colder regions, the ground expands as it freezes. If a foundation element sits within that
active layer, it will lift. When it thaws, it won’t settle back evenly. Footings go below frost depth so the freeze-thaw
movement happens above the structural bearing, not within it. That single detail convinces more building officials than
any calculation.

From a builder’s standpoint, the best way to picture the load path is to stand in the future room and point: roof loads to
walls or posts, from there into foundation elements, through footings and into soil. Whenever that arrow narrows onto a
small patch of dirt, you need a footing.

Where the “no footing” idea comes from
I have seen three common situations where someone proposes skipping footings:

The project is a small outbuilding or shed on a well-compacted gravel pad, no plumbing, no heat, and the owner
accepts some movement.
The site is in a warm climate with minimal frost, and the slab is thick with a wide perimeter edge acting as a quasi-
footing.
The soil is unusually strong, and the structure is light, so the engineer sizes the slab itself to distribute load.

Those situations are not the norm. They are conditional wins. The shed stays light. The climate stays mild. The gravel
pad drains well. Or an engineer blesses a slab-on-grade design with thickened edges and interior ribs that, functionally,
are footings by another name.

The danger is when this line of thinking spreads to heavier structures: garages with masonry walls, additions to houses,
tall walls laden with windows, or anything with point loads from beams. That is where skipping footings becomes a
liability rather than a clever shortcut.

Soil is the hidden variable
Most contracts read like the soil is consistent and predictable. On the ground, it rarely is. I have poured on sites where the
top 18 inches were loose silt but below that sat a hard silty clay dense enough to bite a shovel back. Other times, you hit
fill from an old farm dump, rock pockets, or an invisible spring line. I have seen expansive clay move a fence post half an
inch in a wet summer, then pull it back out of plumb during a dry fall.

The soil bearing number you see on generic plans, often 1,500 to 2,000 pounds per square foot, is an average assumption.
Good granular soil can take 3,000 psf or more. Soft clay might barely manage 1,000 psf. Footings are your insurance
against that uncertainty. If the soil is worse than assumed, a wider footing spreads the force. If the soil is uneven, footings
tie the foundation together and reduce differential settlement.



A slab poured on grade without edge thickening can sit on that uneven stage like a dinner plate balanced on a basket of
grapes. It’s fine until someone leans on one corner. Then it tips.

Frost, heave, and slab movement
If your winters drop below freezing and the frost line is deeper than a few inches, skipping footings asks for trouble.
Frost heave is not gentle. It lifts, wedges, and pries until it finds a weakness. I have patched and ground down garage
slabs that lifted 1 inch at one corner after a cold winter, only to settle 3/4 inch down in spring, leaving a slope that never
quite matches its original plane.

When a slab heaves, walls don’t float along. Drywall cracks at corners, window sashes bind, and doors rub thresholds. A
footing at or below frost depth isolates the structural bearing from the freeze zone. In a heated building, frost can be less
of an issue under the slab, but the perimeter is still vulnerable unless you insulate or build down to the frost line.

Warm climates offer more leeway. In places where frost is measured commercial concrete companies in a couple of
inches or not at all, you see monolithic slabs with thickened edges used successfully for houses, garages, and workshops.
Note the phrase “thickened edges.” That is a footing integrated into the pour.

Building codes and inspections are not the enemy
Most building codes don’t require footings for every slab. They require adequate support for the loads and for frost
protection where applicable. Monolithic slab-on-grade with thickened edges qualifies in many jurisdictions if details are
followed: minimum edge depth, width, reinforcement, and often insulation. Thin slabs on compacted base only might be
allowed for non-habitable, unheated structures with limited spans.

The inspector’s role, in my experience, is practical. Show them a set of plans with load paths, soil assumptions, footing
dimensions or thickened edges, and reinforcement details. Have a professional engineer stamp it where required. If you
propose to skip footings, they will ask how you will prevent differential settlement and frost heave. If your answer is a
guess, expect a red tag. If your answer is a tested slab-on-grade detail used in your region, they are often reasonable.

It is less about bureaucracy and more about who will get the call when the garage door sticks every spring.

The cost math that tempts people to skip
Footings add cost in excavation, forming, concrete volume, rebar, and time. On a small garage, the difference between a
simple 4-inch slab on 4 to 6 inches of compacted base and a monolithic slab with thickened edges might run a few
thousand dollars in labor and materials, depending on rates and access. If you need separate strip footings and a stem
wall, the cost climbs.

That is real money, especially when the cement truck minimum load fees, pump charges for a tight lot, and extra tool
rental stack up. I understand the instinct to shave. The long-term numbers, though, are not sympathetic. I once visited a
24-by-36-foot shop poured flat on a compacted pad with no edge thickening. After three winters, one corner settled
nearly 3/4 inch and two interior saw cuts widened. The owner tried epoxy injection, slab jacking quotes were in the mid
four figures, and the apron to the driveway had to be replaced to fix the trip hazard. The original savings vanished, and
the fix left scars.

When you run the math, include life-cycle risk. If you can’t tolerate even modest settlement or seasonal movement,
budget for footings or a monolithic thickened edge design that acts as one.

Thickened-edge slabs: the middle path
A well-detailed monolithic slab, with a thickened perimeter and possibly interior grade beams, solves most of the issues
behind the “skip the footing” debate. You still excavate to frost depth at the perimeter where required, but you pour it all
in one go. You reduce formwork and eliminate a separate stem wall. You get the efficiency of a single visit from the crew
and the cement truck while meeting structural requirements.

On sites with moderate frosts and decent soil, a common approach is a 12- to 18-inch-deep edge thickened to 16 to 24
inches wide, doweled or continuous with rebar cages, with a 4- to 6-inch slab in the field. Interior ribs can be 8 to 12
inches deep under bearing walls or heavy equipment lines. Details vary by code and design loads, but the pattern is
consistent: thicken where the loads concentrate.

https://concrete-company-life.b-cdn.net/concrete-company-life/concrete-company/concrete-guidelines-and-codes-that-shape-publicspace-water-fountains.html


If you want to avoid perimeter frost problems without digging deeper, frost-protected shallow foundation (FPSF) designs
use rigid insulation horizontally and vertically to keep frost out of the soil below and beside the slab. Done correctly,
with the right insulation and drainage, it is very effective and commonly accepted for heated buildings. The foam is not
decorative. It controls the soil temperature so footings can be shallower.

What concrete contractors consider before saying yes
Any concrete contractor who has been called back to fix bad slabs knows the pain. A flat slab might carry a golf cart fine
on day one, then spall near the edges as loads bite into weak subgrade. A good crew will ask the right questions before
bidding.

What will the building carry in five years, not just the day you pour? That future two-post lift in your garage is a
point load.
What is the frost depth and drainage around the site? Downspouts that dump along the slab edge are a guarantee of
seasonal movement.
How was the subgrade built? Native soil scraped and compacted, or 12 inches of crushed stone compacted in lifts?
Moisture content matters when you compact. If your loader operator dug the pad while the clay was wet, it will
pump under load.
Is there a plan for reinforcement? Wire mesh, #4 rebar at 18 inches on center, fiber mix, or a combination?
Reinforcement does not prevent cracking. It controls crack width and helps distribute loads.
Are there drawings that show thickened edges or footings tied to the slab, and are they consistent with the site
conditions?

If the answers are vague, the contractor with long experience will nudge you back toward a footing or a thickened-edge
design that acts like one.

Real-world outcomes: three short stories
A detached garage on sand: Coastal site, dune sand below 12 inches of compacted base, monolithic slab with an 18-inch-
deep, 20-inch-wide thickened edge, #4 rebar continuous. No frost beyond a few inches. Five years later, no movement
besides hairline control-joint cracks. Money well spent on the thickened edge, even though the soil could have tolerated
more risk. Good drainage kept it stable.

A heated workshop on clay in a cold climate: Owner proposed 4-inch slab on 8 inches of crushed stone, no footings.
Frost depth at 42 inches. We installed an FPSF with R-10 vertical and horizontal rigid insulation at the perimeter,
thickened edge to 16 inches deep, rebar cage turned up at corners, and interior ribs under partition lines. After seven
winters, the slab is true, wallboard seams intact. The cost premium was about 15 percent over a bare slab. Skipping edge
thickening would have been a mistake.

A barn on fill: The owner filled a low spot with 18 inches of mixed topsoil and debris in late fall, left it through winter,
then poured in spring over a compacted surface. Slab thickness was 5 inches, no footing. First summer, two corners
settled a half inch. By year three, a trench formed along one wall where the fill consolidated unevenly. Retrofitting a
grade beam on helical piers stabilized the edge but cost more than the original pour. The cheapest day is the day before
you pour.

When skipping footings can work
There are cases where a slab without traditional footings can be reasonable. The key is that you still respect the load path
and soil behavior, and you design the slab accordingly.

Small, unheated outbuildings on good ground: Think a lightweight shed, not a block-walled garage. The slab acts as a
wear surface more than a structural element, and small amounts of movement are acceptable. Use compacted granular
base, slope water away, and keep loads light.

Warm climates with engineered slabs: In places without frost and with known soil bearing capacity, a thickened-edge
slab designed by an engineer can carry significant loads without separate footings. You are not really skipping footings,
though. You are integrating them into the slab.

Tented or demountable structures: Temporary uses where a gravel pad suffices and slabs are optional.



The common thread is tolerance for movement and a clear understanding that your “savings” buy risk. If you cannot
tolerate a stuck door, a cracked tile line, or equipment that needs a tight level, don’t skip.

What happens if you skip and try to compensate by pouring thicker
I have watched more than one builder answer footing questions by bumping the slab to 6 or even 8 inches thick edge to
edge. Extra thickness helps with distributed loads but does little for concentrated loads or soil variability. Doubling
thickness from 4 to 8 inches doubles the slab’s weight and stiffness, but it does not widen the bearing footprint where
loads concentrate. Without a thickened edge or interior beams, the slab still sits on the same soil with the same contact
area. You reduced flex but not pressure.

If you insist on a thicker slab, at least thicken the perimeter and under heavy lines. A 4-inch field with a 12- to 16-inch
edge and grid rebar is a proven pattern. Anything else is optimism masquerading as value engineering.

Best practices if you proceed with a slab-on-grade
There are projects where a slab-on-grade without separate strip footings is the right call. If you go that route, treat the
slab like the structural element it is.

Control water. Grade soil to fall at least 5 percent away for several feet. Extend downspouts well beyond the slab.
Avoid planting water-loving shrubs along the perimeter where roots and moisture will work the edge.
Build a base. Use 4 to 8 inches of well-graded crushed stone compacted in lifts. Verify compaction. If you see a
loader track pump water when you roll over it, you need to dry and rework that soil.
Reinforce intelligently. Continuous rebar in the edge and across interior ribs knits the slab so cracks stay tight.
Fiber in the mix helps with shrinkage, but it is not a substitute for steel where loads concentrate.
Saw joints right and on time. Cut within 6 to 18 hours depending on conditions, to a depth of roughly one quarter
of the slab thickness, and follow a layout that breaks panels into near-squares. Joints don’t prevent cracks; they tell
the concrete where to crack neatly.
Use the right mix and curing. A 3,500 to 4,000 psi mix is typical for slabs, with aggregate suited to local supply.
Place in workable slumps, don’t drown the surface with water, finish at the right time, and cure for at least 7 days
with a membrane or wet curing method. Curing is cheap performance.

Those steps won’t turn a bad design into a good one, but they protect a good design from poor execution.

Tools, crews, and the day of the pour
People ask if footings complicate the pour. They do, but not as much as you think if you plan. A monolithic thickened-
edge slab needs a crew comfortable with variable depths and rebar cages. Your concrete tools list grows slightly: extra
stakes and form lumber for the deeper edge, rebar benders and cutters, chairs and ties, screed rails that accommodate the
different heights, and a vibrator to consolidate around the thickened edges. Inside the field, the usual toolkit applies: laser
level, bull float, fresno, edgers, and saws.



With good layout and formwork, the pour runs smoothly. The cement truck arrival timing matters more because you want
continuous placement. If access is tight, a line pump maintains a steady feed. Match your crew size to the pace; have two
people dedicated to the edge and beam sections while others strike off the field. The difference between a clean
monolithic pour and a messy one is often two extra sets of hands during the critical hour.

Signs that skipping footings will bite you
Experience teaches you to read a site. A few red flags that almost always push me toward footings or a thickened edge:

Expansive clay or visible shrink-swell signs in nearby slabs and sidewalks.
Frost depth over 12 inches combined with poor drainage and wind-driven snow.
Heavy concentrated loads planned for the slab, like lifts, masonry walls, or storage racks with small feet.
Evidence of fill or organic material in the pad area. A probe rod that sinks easier in one corner than another is not a
good omen.
A building that ties into an existing structure. Differential movement between the new slab and old foundation will
reveal itself in cracks where they meet.

When two or more of those appear, the footing debate ends. The risk is not hypothetical.

The role of the engineer
Good concrete contractors are practical, but when a project sits on the edge of what feels comfortable, an engineer earns
their fee. A stamped slab-on-grade plan with specified thickened edges, steel schedules, joint layout, and subgrade prep
makes everyone’s life easier. It also helps with permitting. Engineers can adjust footing width vs. depth for your soil,
design interior grade beams to carry known point loads, and calculate bearing pressures so you are not guessing.

They also add credibility when negotiating with inspectors about alternatives like FPSF. If you want to avoid deep
footings in a cold climate, show calculations, insulation details, and a track record. I have watched inspectors go from
skeptical to cooperative when they see a complete FPSF package.

The myth, the risk, the reality
The myth is that footings are optional fluff that old-school builders insist on. The risk is that a slab that looks flat for a
week will stay that way when seasons change and loads arrive. The reality is that you can, in specific conditions, pour a
slab without traditional footings and get decades of service. The trick is that those conditions are narrower than most
people think.



A concrete foundation is not just concrete. It is concrete plus soil, water, temperature, and time. If any one of those
factors is unfavorable, footings earn their keep. When they are favorable and you design the slab intelligently, a
thickened-edge slab-on-grade is a proven, efficient solution.

I would love to tell you there is a universal shortcut. The trade has been searching for it since wheelbarrows were wood.
What we have instead are reliable patterns. Respect loads. Spread them out. Keep frost and water away. Tie the system
together with steel. Compact the base like you mean it. Use control joints, not wishes. Those are concrete best practices
whether you are pouring a patio or the floor of a machine shop.

If you are deciding today, stand on the site and ask what will be different there in five winters. If the answer includes ice,
heavy shelves, a truck, or a connected wall that has to stay crack-free, give the soil a bigger shoe. Footings are cheaper
when they are still on paper.
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