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CRACK FACTS

If there is one thing a Home Builder can guarantee for every 
new home…cosmetic cracks will develop

Cracks are the No. 1 homeowner concern when calling warranty 



AGENDA

What causes common “cosmetic” cracks

Examples of Crack Construction Performance Standards

How to identify a potential “structural” crack

Structural crack action items

Qualifying Structural Defect



“FOUNDATION MOVEMENT” 
CAUSES COMMON COSMETIC CRACKS

All foundations on soil will move

Soils adjust to the load of the foundation, and to soil moisture changes

Conventional spread footing foundations are designed to move up to 1.0”

Slab-on-grade foundations can be designed to move up to 4.5”



“LOSS OF MOISTURE” 
CAUSES COMMON COSMETIC CRACKS

Materials that dry and crack include Concrete, Grout, Mortar, Plaster, 
and Stucco

Loss of moisture causes shrinkage cracks. The more the initial moisture, 
the greater the potential for cracks.

Moisture variations in Framing Lumber (Rules of Thumb)
• Kiln dried is 12-15% moisture content; Equilibrium in home is 10-12%
• Wood can absorb moisture to 28-30%
• 4% moisture change causes 1% size change



“TEMPERATURE VARIATIONS” 
CAUSE COMMON COSMETIC CRACKS

The most extreme movements are in areas with the highest daily or 
seasonal temperature changes, like exterior walls and attics

Coefficient of Linear Thermal Expansion



OTHER CAUSES OF 
COMMOM COSMETIC CRACKS

Wind Loads

Normal joist, beam, truss, and lintel deflection

Earthquake



CONSTRUCTION JOINTS (prevent cracking, or 
allow for aesthetically pleasing cracking)

Control Joint – Joint widens as concrete shrinks 

Expansion Joint – Joint narrows as brick expands

Slip Joint – Allows independent movement of structural components



Establish workmanship crack PERFORMANCE STANDARDS,
or else default to “GOOD AND WORKMANLIKE”

Third-Party Warranty Construction Performance Standards

NAHB’s “Residential Construction Performance Guidelines”
Concrete Footing > 1/4”
Concrete Floor Slab > 3/16”
Concrete Basement Wall > 1/4”
Cement Board Siding > 1/8”
Masonry Wall or Mortar Joint > 1/4”
Stucco > 1/8”
Tile Grout 1/16”
Drywall > 1/16”

Engineering Standards (example by R.W. Day 2011)
Negligible to Slight – Hairline to 1/8”
Moderate – 3/16” to 9/16”
Severe – 9/16” to 1”
Very Severe -- > 1”



INDICATIONS OF POTENTIAL 
STRUCTURAL CRACKS

1) Large cracks and separations

2) Excessive floor deflection or tilt

3) Inoperable doors and windows

4) Excessive wall and surface slopes, bowing, or leaning

5) Cracks with vertical displacement

6) Horizontal basement wall cracks, especially with 

bowing or leaning



IF STRUCTURAL CRACKS ARE SUSPECTED





Best Practices

1. Avoid construction practices that cause cracks



Thank You


