Foundation problems make homeowners nervous for good reason. The footing or basement walls carry the
entire house, and the wrong decision can snowball into structural damage, moisture issues, and lost resale value.
| have been in hundreds of basements and crawl spaces across clay flats, sandy river valleys, and hillside
subdivisions. The same pattern repeats: panic sets in, a rushed appointment gets booked, and the first
contractor's proposal becomes the plan. Good outcomes start earlier. They start with the right questions before

you ever schedule an inspection.

The three pre-call questions below help you sort real urgency from cosmetic noise, narrow the field of qualified
contractors, and walk into that first visit as the most prepared person in the room. They also keep scope creep in
check, especially when basement waterproofing or crawl space encapsulation might be part of the solution but

not the entire answer.

Why these three questions matter

Concrete settles quietly. Cracks widen millimeter by millimeter. Wood trims adjust. By the time you feel
something is off, damage has already taken a long, mechanical path to reveal itself. Careful preparation before
you call saves time and money. It also protects you from a poor fit with a contractor who specializes in one fix
and sells it no matter the cause. If you ask targeted questions up front, you can avoid the most common traps:
mistaking seasonal soil movement for structural failure, spending on interior drains when exterior water

management is the core issue, or underpinning a corner that is moving because of a leaking downspout.

Smart preparation starts with your own observations, then shifts to vetting the process and the possible

solutions.

Pre-call question 1: What exactly are you seeing, and how long has it
been happening?

Describe symptoms with the precision you would use to tell a doctor where it hurts and when the pain started.
Vague statements like “the house is shifting” push contractors to fill in the blanks with their favorite solution.

Ground your call in evidence.
Here is how to prepare.

e Symptom checklist to capture before you pick up the phone:

* Map crack locations and widths, noting vertical vs. Diagonal, and whether they taper.
* Track doors or windows that stick, where they bind, and in which season.

* Photograph floor slopes or gaps at baseboards, and note any bounce in floors.

® Inspect exterior grading and downspouts, especially near affected corners.

* Note basement damp spots, efflorescence, sump activity, or musty odors in a crawl space.

If a foundation crack is older paint-over with no dust in it, and it has not changed across a full wet-dry cycle, it
may be from initial shrinkage, not active movement. On the other hand, a new diagonal crack radiating from the
top corner of a basement window often points to settlement along that wall plane. Movement linked to rainfall
points to soil moisture swings or drainage issues, while movement that peaks in dry summers often flags clay

shrinkage beneath shallow footings.



During the call, give a timeline. If you can say, “the stair-step crack on the north wall increased from hairline to
1/8 inch over the last 18 months, worse after big storms,” that is actionable. Mention whether a sump pump runs,
whether the yard freezes hard, and what year major landscaping or a room addition occurred. Add the age of the

home, especially if it sits on fill soils or a hill cut.

A brief example | still think about: a 1950s ranch with hardwood floors. The owner fixated on a 3/16 inch gap that
appeared at a baseboard each August. A previous company proposed six push piers to stabilize the back corner.
All | needed to see were the heaving sidewalk slabs and the lawn that went to straw in summer. The clay was
shrinking and rehydrating seasonally. Gutters dumped right at that corner, then dried to dust in July. We adjusted
grading, moved downspouts to daylight, and kept consistent moisture in a 6 foot band around the house. No

piers. The baseboard gap settled down to hairline within a year.

That is not to say underlying failure never happens. Concrete and masonry do not self-correct when soil bearing
capacity is exceeded or when a footing loses support due to erosion. Your job is to present a clean picture so the

right diagnostic path begins.

Pre-call question 2: What inspection process, reporting, and
engineering support will you provide?

How a company evaluates your house tells you more than their brand of pier or epoxy. Before you invite anyone
out, ask about their inspection method, measurement tools, and whether they separate diagnosis from sales. You

are looking for a methodical, documented approach, not a quick glance and a pitch.

Ask for specifics about the initial visit. A thorough assessment for foundation repair should include exterior and
interior observations, reference measurements, and moisture evaluation. Many reputable outfits bring a digital
level to create an elevation map of finished floors. That map will not fix anything by itself, but it helps correlate

symptoms and calibrate expectations. If the representative cannot explain how they will measure, that is a flag.

Request a sample report. Will you receive a written summary with photos, elevation data if taken, and a clear
problem statement that connects symptoms to likely causes? Will they outline at least two options if more than
one path fits the evidence? Vague proposals with one price and the phrase “stabilize as needed” are how scopes

inflate after work starts.

If the project might include structural modification, ask whether an engineer will be involved and in what
capacity. Some states require engineering sign-off for underpinning or wall bracing. Even where not required, a
sealed design can help with permits and resale. Clarify whether engineering fees are included or separate, and

whether field visits are part of that service or just a quick design review based on contractor sketches.

Water plays into many diagnoses. If a basement shows seepage, what is the moisture assessment protocol? Do
they check for hydrostatic pressure signs, clogged drain tile, or broken exterior leaders? Do they perform relative
humidity and vapor readings in a crawl space before proposing to encapsulate the crawl space? A company that
pushes basement waterproofing without asking about grading, soil type, or exterior drainage is skipping cause

and jumping to containment.

| often ask the homeowner to turn on the sump pump while | am there so we can see its discharge path and
listen for short-cycling. It is not fancy, but a pump that runs every 90 seconds during a rain is a different animal
than one that is dry all spring. A contractor who is open to those simple tests is more likely to build a

comprehensive plan.

Finally, clarify inspection length and who attends. If you can be present for at least an hour and walk every side of

the home with the inspector, do it. Conference calls with a spouse who misses half the conversation lead to



misunderstandings later. If the company insists on a two-hour sales presentation with both decision makers, be

cautious. A professional can explain findings and options without theater.

Pre-call question 3: Which repair methods do you use, what are the
boundaries of each, and how do you warranty them?

Methods matter, but fit matters more. Many homeowners search “foundation repair near me” or “foundation
repairs near me,” then end up on a page that champions one product line. The right contractor will be able to
explain what their preferred system does well, what it does not do, and when they would walk away from a job

because conditions do not justify the fix.
Use this short snapshot to focus the conversation.

® Five common solutions and where they belong:

* Helical or push piers: Transfer load to deeper competent soils, ideal for settlement under footings and porch

columns. Best for access-constrained sites and predictable uplift or compression needs.

e Slabjacking or structural foam injection: Lift and support interior slabs that have settled, like garage floors or

basement slabs not integral with footings. Not a cure for footing settlement.

* Wall anchors or carbon fiber: Resist lateral pressure on bowing basement walls. Effective when soils press in,

not when the wall has slid off the footing or rotated severely.

® |Interior drain and sump, or exterior footing drains: Manage water that reaches the foundation. They relieve

hydrostatic pressure and keep basements dry but do not correct structural settlement.

® Crawl space encapsulation: Control moisture, odors, and mold risk under the house. Encapsulate crawlspace
areas with sealed liners, sealed vents, and a dehumidifier when ground moisture and humid air create

persistent dampness. Not a substitute for shoring if piers or girders are undersized.

A healthy answer from a contractor acknowledges overlaps. | like to hear phrases such as, “we stabilize first, then
address water,” or, "your basement waterproofing is performing, but clay shrink-swell is the bigger driver here.” If
a representative tries to fix vertical settlement with a perimeter drain, they are solving for water comfort, not
structure. If someone proposes 16 piers where two would resolve a porch corner, they may be selling a number,

not a remedy.

Warranties are where theory meets long-term accountability. Piering systems often carry a lifetime transferable
warranty on vertical stability at the installed location. Read the fine print. “Transferable” sometimes means a fee or
only one transfer. “Covers adjustment” might mean labor is on you. Ask who backs the warranty, the local
company or the national manufacturer, and what happens if “foundations repair near me" becomes “foundations

repair near someone else” because the local branch closes.

For basement waterproofing, you will see lifetime or multi-decade warranties against seepage through the wall-
floor seam if the company installed an interior drain. That usually does not cover seepage through a crack high
on the wall, or water that enters via a window well. Again, boundaries matter more than bold type. For crawl
space encapsulation, the membrane might have a 20 year material warranty, while the dehumidifier carries 5
years. Fasteners, tapes, and insulation have their own terms. A good contractor will put those terms in plain
language with coverage maps and maintenance notes. If they encapsulate crawl space areas, do they commit to
coming back annually to check the dehumidifier and seals? Will they fix a condensation issue if their install

created it?

Do not be shy about asking for ranges. Regional costs vary, but you can expect underpinning with helical or push

piers to come in somewhere between roughly 1,200 and 3,000 dollars per pier, depending on soil depth,



brackets, and access, with total projects commonly running 8,000 to 40,000 dollars. Interior basement
waterproofing systems, including a sump, often land in the 60 to 120 dollars per linear foot range, with most
basements in the mid four figures to low five figures. Crawl space encapsulation ranges widely based on size and
complexity, but a typical sealed and conditioned crawl is often 5,000 to 15,000 dollars, plus electrical work. If a
contractor cannot offer even broad ranges during a phone call, they may be trained to anchor you to a single in-

person number.

A story from a damp coastal market illustrates the difference between scope and method. A homeowner asked
me to price an “encapsulated crawl.space,” their words residential foundation repairs from an online ad. The
crawl had a persistent musty odor. The joists were structurally sound, but the soil was wet year-round from a high
water table and a broken downspout leader. We repaired the leader and added a shallow exterior drain to move
water to daylight. Only then did we encapsulate the crawl space. If we had reversed that order, the liner would
have floated and trapped water. The final job cost less than the original encapsulate crawlspace quote from a

competitor because we needed a smaller dehumidifier once the water was outside the house.

What to listen for on the phone

The tone and content of that first call reveal a lot. A professional will ask follow-up questions, not just book the
appointment. They will probe soil type if you know it, ask about tree proximity, and want to know how sump and
gutters behave during storms. They will be specific about how long the inspection takes and who you will meet.
When you ask about methods, they will teach a little, not overwhelm you with jargon. You want tight,
comprehensible explanations. If you ask about warranty boundaries and get a confident, clear answer, that is a

green light. If you are told “we fix it and it never moves again” without qualifiers, be cautious. Structures and soils

are dynamic. Honest warranties reflect that.

In markets where “foundation repair near me"” searches return dozens of results, pre-call quality control can feel
tedious. It pays. If a scheduler cannot tell you whether the company does both piers and wall bracing, or whether
they perform basement waterproofing in-house, you might be dealing with a sales-first outfit that subs out
technical work. That is not necessarily a residential foundation repair services problem, but you should know who

is accountable.

Red flags and green lights


https://d2kqaxeqy8leud.cloudfront.net/
https://www.bbb.org/us/il/hoffman-est/profile/foundation-contractors/united-structural-systems-of-illinois-inc-0654-88602207

| keep a mental ledger of patterns that correlate with good outcomes. There is no magic list, but a few signals

help.

A red flag: any company that refuses to discuss process, even in broad strokes, and insists you must “see the
presentation.” Another: a promise to “lift the whole house back to perfectly level” without acknowledging risks
like drywall cracking, pipe strain, and the possibility that only partial recovery is prudent. Overpromising on lift
almost always pairs with weak diagnostics. A subtler red flag is a blanket statement that interior drains solve wall
movement. Water management relieves pressure, but if a wall has moved beyond certain thresholds, you also

need reinforcement or reconstruction.

Green lights include a willingness to consider phased work. For example, stabilize a settling corner with piers,
then monitor the opposite corner for a season before adding more. Phased approaches respect budgets and
data. Another green light is a contractor who tells you to wait. If your cracks are stable across wet and dry
seasons and your only issue is United Structural Systems of Illinois, Inc residential foundation repair near me a
hairline in a garage slab, you may not need anything beyond sealing and monitoring. Look for humility. It beats

bravado every time.

When water is part of the story

It often is. Surface water is cheap to fix. Subsurface water is not. Before someone sells you a full interior system,
check grading. Soil should slope 1 inch per foot away from the home for at least 6 to 10 feet where feasible.
Downspouts should discharge at least 6 feet away, preferably to daylight or to a yard drain that actually exits
somewhere, not to a crushed corrugated pipe that ends under the porch. Splash blocks help, but they are not a
plan. If you can divert water far from the foundation for a few hundred dollars in labor and materials, do that first.

You might still need basement waterproofing, but you will need less of it.

In crawl spaces, conditions vary wildly. | have crawled under 1920s bungalows with dry, cool soil and good cross
ventilation that never needed more than pest screening and a ground vapor retarder. | have also crouched in
newer builds where the builder left soil mounded against a block stem wall, allowing humid air and groundwater
to keep joists at 19 to 20 percent moisture year-round, which invites mold. In those conditions, to encapsulate
crawl space areas correctly you need sealed seams, a sealed access, mastic around posts, rigid foam at walls
where code allows, and controlled dehumidification. Without a plan to manage bulk water first, even the best

liner will sweat.

The term “encapsulated crawl space” gets tossed around as if it is a product. It is not. It is a system. The best
installers will draw you a section view with details of where vapor, air, and thermal boundaries sit. If they cannot

sketch it, they probably cannot build it.

Permits, access, and disruption

A few practical questions save headaches. Ask whether your city or county requires a permit for underpinning,
wall braces, or interior drains. Most do for structural work. Permits mean inspections and, occasionally, design
revisions. Timeframes stretch. If a contractor promises to start “tomorrow,” verify that a permit is not needed or

that they can actually pull one that fast.

Ask how they will access the work area. Piers at an interior load-bearing wall may require cutting and later re-
pouring a strip of basement slab. A wall anchor install might dig small pits in the yard beyond the foundation to
set the plates. If you have a finished basement, clarify how they protect carpets, furniture, and dust-sensitive

areas. Contractors vary, and cleanup standards matter to your quality of life during the project.


https://maps.app.goo.gl/NezRNpwX2ktSBTLv5

Noise and vibration affect pets and people. Pier driving vibrates. Saw cutting concrete creates dust and noise. If
you work from home or have an anxious dog, plan accordingly. A company that addresses these details before

you sign tends to perform better when surprises pop up.

Budgeting with discipline

Foundation repairs seldom fit neatly into a monthly budget. If you need financing, ask whether the company
offers it in-house or via third parties, and what the real annual percentage rate looks like after teaser periods. It is
easy to say yes to a 0 percent for 12 months offer, only to find yourself with a 24.99 percent rate in month 13. If
the project can be phased responsibly, you might stabilize first, then finish waterproofing later when cash flow

allows.

Insurance rarely pays for settlement or hydrostatic pressure. It may cover sudden damage from a burst pipe or a
covered peril that undermined a footing, but not slow soil movement. Read your policy. A contractor who tells

you otherwise should be pressed for details.

Be wary of discounts tied to same-day signing. If the number only survives high-pressure timing, it was inflated

to start with. Real companies can hold a price long enough for you to read and think.

How to choose who actually comes out

Your pre-call questions should leave you with a short list. | like to see you schedule two inspections if the scope is
large or uncertain. Bring printouts of your symptom notes and photos. Hand them to the rep and watch how they
engage. Do they ignore them and head for the biggest crack, or do they use your observations to shape the

walk-through?

Look at vehicles and tools. A well-used but organized truck says more than a wrapped van with nothing inside.
Ask to see their digital level data before they leave, not just in the proposal. The raw numbers are more useful
than the glossy color map. Reasonable differences in readings exist between devices, but the pattern should

match the story you are both telling.

Finally, check references that match your home's type. A hillside block foundation is not a slab-on-grade garage,
and a finished basement with custom millwork is not a bare storage room. Ask for photos of similar jobs. You do

not need a celebrity endorsement, just proof that they have solved your problem for other people like you.

Bringing it all together

Foundation problems demand calm, not speed. Before you call, document symptoms. On the phone, focus on
process. When you hear methods, learn their limits and warranties. That pattern yields better proposals, tighter

scopes, and work that holds up season after season.

If your notes point to water as a co-conspirator, address the exterior first where possible, then discuss basement
waterproofing or drainage upgrades. If your crawl space smells earthy and registers high humidity, talk through
what it means to encapsulate crawl space areas correctly, including air sealing and conditioning components.
Search terms like “foundation repairs near me” or “foundations repair near me” will surface options, but your

preparation will decide whether you get a sales pitch or a solution.

One last reminder that experience teaches over and over: most houses do not fail all at once. A targeted repair

that respects the building’s age, soils, and water pathways often beats grand plans. Protect your investment by



asking better questions earlier. The right contractors appreciate it. They prefer a homeowner who has done the

homework, because that partnership produces the cleanest, most durable results.



