
Base preparation, including the subgrade 
and subbase, is an important consideration 

in the long-term performance of the decorative 
concrete slab. Poor base preparation can result in 
settlement, varying concrete slab thickness, and 
poor drainage, which can lead to cracking. Unless 
the subcontractor has a specific item in his con-
tract for base preparation, the general contractor 
or builder is responsible for providing a satisfac-
tory base. Even if the decorative contractor is not 
responsible for the base preparation they have an 
obligation to address unsatisfactory conditions to 
the accountable party prior to performing their 
contractual work.

ACI 302.1R-04 “Guide for Floor and Slab 
Construction” provides recommendations 
for constructing a proper base. These 
recommendations and others include:

 In-place density of the subgrade, subbase and 
base should be at least the minimum required 
by specification, or not less than 90% Proctor.

 Backfill around walls or trenches should be 
placed in layers less than 8-in. thick and com-
pacted to meet density specifications.

 Base should be dry at time of concrete place-
ment and free of frost, standing water, and 
soft or muddy spots.

 Base material should be a compactible, easy 
to trim, granular fill (not sand) that will re-
main stable and support construction traffic.

 Base elevation tolerance should be within ± 
½ in. of the required elevation.

 Proof-rolling with a loaded ready mix truck 
should not result in any surface depression 
greater than ½ in.

In commercial construction, an independent 
soils testing laboratory usually confirms the base 
preparations are adequate. However decorative 
concrete is sometimes a part of residential 
construction, including remodel or owner work, 
and new construction where the homebuilder 
is the general contractor and is responsible for 
the subgrade, subbase, and base preparation. 
Performance issues related to a subgrade or base 
that the decorative concrete contractor has not 
prepared are the responsibility of the general 
contractor. The decorative concrete contractor 
will notify the general contractor or owner of 
the lack of adequate base preparation and its 
consequences when poor conditions exist and 
proceed only when given owner approval. 

Decorative concrete contractors will work 
with Owners and Architects in developing 
specifications for proper base preparation. If you 
have any questions, contact your ASCC concrete 
contractor or contact the ASCC Decorative 
Concrete Hotline at (888) 483-5288.
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