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INTRODUCTION

Why this guide exists

If you're repairing residential slab-on-grade foundations in Texas, you're certainly familiar with
post-tensioned slabs. In the major Texas metros — Austin, San Antonio, Dallas, and Houston —
more than 90% of production-built homes (tract housing) constructed since the 1990s are
post-tensioned.

When the slab is post-tensioned, every helical pier installation, every pressed pier, every tunnel job, and every
slab penetration is happening near a cable tensioned to 25,000–33,000 pounds of force. Striking a tendon
doesn't just nick a cable — it compromises the structural integrity of the foundation itself, creates a serious
safety hazard for your crew at the moment of release, and leaves the homeowner with damage to the very
system that's supposed to keep their house stable. None of those outcomes are easy conversations.

The good news is that PT strikes are largely preventable.

90%+
Tract homes in TX metros
built since the '90s are PT

$1K–$5K
Typical cost to splice

or replace a strand

25–33K lbs
Tension load on
a single PT cable

Repair costs reflect typical residential PT splice and replacement work in the Texas market. Individual repairs vary based on cable
condition, accessibility, and re-tensioning complexity.
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CHAPTER 1

How PT took over Texas
Understanding why so many of the slabs you work on are post-tensioned starts with the history. The 90%+ PT
dominance in tract housing didn't happen by accident — it's the direct result of clay soils, federal regulation,
and a five-decade shift in how residential foundations get built in this state.

A four-decade timeline

1950s–60s Experimental phase
Texas contractors began experimenting with PT slabs as an alternative to traditional rebar-only
slabs, which frequently cracked as Central Texas clay expanded and contracted with the
weather.

1969 Regulatory approval
The Federal Housing Administration (FHA) officially approved post-tensioned slabs for
residential use. This cleared the path for large-scale adoption by developers.

Mid-1970s Early adoption
PT slabs began appearing in production housing across the major Texas metros. Builders in
Austin, San Antonio, and Houston started shifting away from steel rebar toward PT cables
because they were faster to install and less expensive — but adoption was gradual, not
immediate.

1976 Standardization
The Post-Tensioning Institute (PTI) was formed. PTI standardized design codes specifically for
the Texas market, giving local engineers the data they needed to sign off on PT designs
confidently.

1990s Tract-housing dominance
By the 1990s, PT had become the default for production-built tract housing in the major Texas
metros. From this point forward, more than 90% of new tract homes in Austin, San Antonio,
Dallas, and Houston were built on PT slabs.

WHY PT WON THE RESIDENTIAL MARKET

PT slabs typically require 20–30% less concrete than traditional stiffened slab foundations because the active
compression of the tendons increases the slab's stiffness, allowing for a thinner cross-section while
minimizing cracks caused by expansive soils. On a high-volume Texas builder's pipeline, that translates to
millions in savings per year. Combine that with FHA approval and warranty providers favoring (or requiring) PT
designs on problematic soils, and rebar slabs were largely pushed out of the production tract-housing market
by the 1990s.
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CHAPTER 1 (continued)

Where rebar foundations still exist
The 90%+ figure holds for production-built tract housing in the major Texas metros — Austin, San Antonio,
Dallas, and Houston are essentially all PT for that segment. But there are still pockets of conventional rebar
foundations you'll run into, especially on older, custom, or atypical homes.

Custom homes
Some high-end custom builders still spec heavy rebar foundations — often paired with deep piers — when the
budget allows for the extra concrete and the homeowner wants a more 'traditional' build.

West Texas
Sandier, more stable soils mean the slab isn't fighting clay movement the way it does in Central Texas. Some
West Texas builders stick with conventional rebar because the engineering case for PT is weaker out there.

Coastal zones
Similar story — sandy soil profiles in some coastal areas reduce the case for PT, and you'll still find rebar slabs
in older coastal subdivisions.

Pre-1970s homes statewide
Anything built before the mid-1970s is almost certainly conventional rebar regardless of region. The
mid-1970s through the 1980s is a transition era where PT became available and increasingly common but
wasn't yet dominant — verify those before you cut.

DON'T ASSUME — VERIFY

The fastest way to know what you're working on is a pre-job GPR scan of the affected slab area. Five minutes
of confirmation beats a strand splice every time.
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CHAPTER 2

What you're working with — and against

How post-tension construction works
A post-tensioned slab is a concrete slab with high-strength steel cables (strands) running through it inside
plastic sheaths. After the concrete cures, those cables are pulled tight using hydraulic jacks, then anchored at
the slab edges. The tension load — typically 25,000 to 33,000 pounds per strand — keeps the slab in
compression.

When you hit a live PT cable with a pier, an auger, or a saw, you're releasing 30,000 pounds of stored energy in
roughly the time it takes to blink. The cable can whip, the slab edge can spall, and the load path the original
engineer designed for that bay just changed.

WHY THIS MATTERS FOR FOUNDATION REPAIR

In the foundation repair business, a liability waiver shouldn't be treated as a "license to hit." While your contract
might protect your bottom line from the cost of a strand splice, it doesn't protect your crew from the violent
energy of a snapped tendon or your client from the reality of compromised foundation performance. Every
time you break concrete for interior pier installation, you are risking damaging PT tendons. By requiring a scan
before you break ground, you aren't just protecting your operations — you're advocating for the homeowner. An
unexpected cable repair is a sudden, avoidable expense that sours the customer experience and compromises
the very slab you're trying to stabilize. Prioritizing precision over guesswork keeps your job site safe, keeps the
project on schedule, and ensures the homeowner's investment doesn't lose the structural tension it needs to
remain stable.
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CHAPTER 2 (continued)

What's typically in a Texas residential slab

Knowing the layered makeup of a typical Texas residential slab is half the battle. Here's what you're navigating
around when you scan, drill, or excavate.

Layer What it is What hitting it costs you

Top cover ¾"–1½" of concrete above the cables in residential
slabs

Usually nothing — assuming adequate
concrete cover

PT cables ½" diameter strands in plastic sheath, draped in profile
across the slab

$1,000–$5,000+ to splice or replace
per strand

Mild rebar Light reinforcement at perimeter beams and slab
edges

Bit damage and potential structural
damage of foundation

Plumbing Cast iron, copper, PEX Leak repair, water damage, homeowner
conflict

Electrical PVC conduit running to islands or floor outlets Code violation, electrical contractor
callout
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CHAPTER 3

How to know if you're on a PT slab
On most foundation repair projects you don't have the original construction drawings, and even when the
homeowner has them, they often don't match what was actually built. Here's how to make a fast field call
before you start drilling or excavating.

Year of construction
Production-built tract homes in major Texas metros constructed from the 1990s onward are overwhelmingly
post-tensioned. Homes built in the mid-1970s through the 1980s are a transition era — PT became available
and increasingly common but wasn't yet dominant. Pre-mid-1970s, conventional rebar dominates. Treat the
year as a starting point — additions are typically constructed with rebar or wire mesh.

Visual signs at the slab edge
Walk the perimeter and look at the exposed slab edge under the siding or brick ledge. PT slabs have anchor
pockets — recessed steel plates roughly 2"–4" wide, spaced 3–6 feet apart along the slab edge, often filled
with grout patches. If you see those, it's post-tensioned.

Builder and subdivision patterns
Most production builders in Texas — DR Horton, Lennar, Pulte, KB Home, and the regional players — have used
PT exclusively for decades in their tract subdivisions. If the home is in a master-planned community built since
the 1990s, you can assume PT without checking. Custom homes are the wildcard.

When in doubt
Scan it. The cost of a residential GPR scan is a small fraction of the cost of a single splice repair, and the
homeowner conversation that comes with it. The math is not close.

THE 1990S RULE OF THUMB

If the home is in a Texas metro, was built since the 1990s, and looks like production tract housing — assume
post-tensioned. Plan, scope, and price every repair that way until you have evidence otherwise. For older
homes, custom builds, or anything outside the metros — verify before you cut.
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CHAPTER 4

What a PT strike actually costs
When a strand gets nicked, broken, or fully snapped during a foundation repair, there are two repair paths.
Which one applies depends on the extent of the damage and the condition of the rest of the cable.

SHEATHING REPAIR
Damaged plastic sheath, intact strand $300 – $800
If the strand itself is undamaged but the plastic sheath has been nicked or torn, the sheath can usually be
repaired in place. The exposed area is cleaned, the sheath is patched or sleeved, and the assembly is sealed
against moisture intrusion. Catching this early prevents the corrosion that leads to a full tendon replacement
down the road.

SINGLE CABLE SPLICE
Broken or snapped strand $1,000 – $2,500
This is the most common repair. A qualified PT contractor removes the concrete to find the broken ends,
uses a specialized hydraulic coupler to splice them back together, and re-tensions the strand to its original
PSI.

FULL TENDON REPLACEMENT
Severe corrosion or full-length damage $2,500 – $5,000+
If a cable is severely corroded or damaged throughout its length, the entire strand must be pulled out of its
plastic sheath and a new one threaded through. This is more labor-intensive and the cost climbs with cable
length and access difficulty.

THE HIDDEN COST: THE HOMEOWNER CONVERSATION

The dollar cost of a splice is real, but the bigger hit is often the credibility cost with the homeowner. "We hit a
cable" is a phrase that shows up in online reviews, in warranty claims, and in referral conversations long after
the strand is back to tension. Pre-job scanning is cheap insurance against a repair that's harder to fix than the
cable.
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CHAPTER 5

Do I need a scan or not?

Not every residential foundation repair needs a GPR scan. Here's the decision tree we use to call it.

Planning piers, tunneling, or slab penetration?

Pre-1975 home with
confirmed rebar slab?

! GPR SCAN REQUIRED
Assume PT until proven
otherwise. Don't drill blind.

NO

Drilling, cutting, or
tunneling under slab?

YES

i SCAN RECOMMENDED
Cheap insurance against
a splice repair.

YES

� PROBABLY OK TO PROCEED
Document conditions and
proceed carefully.

NO
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CHAPTER 6

What a residential GPR scan looks like
A residential GPR scan for foundation repair work is fast, focused, and cheap relative to the cost of a strike.
Here's what to expect when our tech shows up to a job.

Typical residential scan steps

01 Walk-through and scope confirmation
Tech meets you on-site, confirms the pier locations, tunnel paths, or penetration zones, and agrees on the
scan area.

02 Scan with real-time marking
As the unit detects PT cables, rebar, or plumbing/electrical lines, the tech marks them directly on the slab
using a color-coded system.

03 Onsite review with your crew
Your foreman walks the marked area with the tech. Questions answered live so your crew knows where
the safe excavation zones are.

04 PDF deliverable
Marked-up plan PDF issued on-site for most residential jobs, always within 12 hours. Includes photos and
findings summary you can keep with the project file.

05 Engineer review (when requested)
If you need a sealed structural opinion — for warranty work, insurance claims, or homeowner deliverables
— our staff PEs can review and seal.
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CHAPTER 7

Pre-scan checklist
Hand this to your crew lead before the scan tech arrives. Twenty minutes of prep saves a callback and a
homeowner conversation.

Confirm work zones in writing
Mark the pier locations, tunnel paths, or slab cut areas clearly on a sketch or directly on the slab. Include a
buffer of at least 18" around each penetration point.

Clear the work area
Move furniture and other obstructions where needed. GPR can read through carpet and most flooring but
surface obstructions will inhibit an effective scan.

Verify access
Confirm access with the homeowner, pets contained, and any homeowner restrictions on what areas can be
touched.

Pull available drawings
If the homeowner has the original construction drawings or any prior foundation reports, request they be
available on-site for review during the scan. This information helps interpret what we find.

Identify the on-site decision-maker
Who answers questions when the tech finds something unexpected — like a cable running through a planned
pier location? Make sure that person is reachable during the scan window.

Decide if you need engineer review
If the homeowner is filing an insurance claim or you need a sealed opinion for warranty work, flag that before
the scan so we can prep the deliverable accordingly.
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THE LAST PAGE

About Hollingsworth Pack
Hollingsworth Pack is a multinational, multi-disciplinary engineering and architecture firm with a significant
presence in Central Texas. Founded in 1995 in Virginia by J. Bryce Hollingsworth and Victoria Pack, the firm
has evolved from a family-owned business into a global consultancy that supports both high-level government
missions and local commercial and residential projects.

History & ethos
Over the past 30 years, Hollingsworth Pack has established itself as a preferred partner for the U.S.
Department of State and the Department of Defense. The firm is notably recognized for its long-term support
of the Bureau of Overseas Buildings Operations (OBO), providing design and construction management for
diplomatic missions in locations ranging from Belgrade to Haiti. Despite the global reach, we maintain a "local
engineering" focus through our offices in Austin, San Antonio, and Houston. This local presence lets us apply
high-level technical expertise to the specific geological challenges of Texas — expansive clay soils and
post-tensioned foundations chief among them.

Comprehensive project portfolio
Our diverse portfolio spans from historical preservation and adaptive reuse — such as the transformation of
the 100-year-old Buda Mill & Grain — to the design of ultra-modern diplomatic facilities and embassies for the
U.S. and Danish governments. Our expertise includes structural and civil engineering, with a heavy emphasis
on forensic foundation assessments, independent construction inspections, and specialized plumbing and
tunnel evaluations. Beyond design, we serve as a critical third party for force protection engineering,
specialized military facilities, and maintenance assessments — ensuring that both high-security international
compounds and local residential repairs meet the highest engineering standards and code compliance.

Got a foundation repair coming up?
Send us the address and the scope. Quote in writing within 2 business hours, scan scheduled
within 48 for most residential jobs, no trip charges in our standard service area.
hollingsworthpack.com

This guide is provided for informational purposes. Specific projects require site evaluation and may involve additional
considerations not addressed here. Consult a licensed structural engineer for project-specific recommendations.


