
Buying a used shipping container is a lot like buying a house, just with different materials and fewer rooms to walk
through. You are not only checking whether it looks solid from the road. You are checking whether it will stay that
way in the weather you have, whether it is safe to modify, and whether the hidden problems will quietly turn into
expensive repairs after delivery.

I’ve seen containers that looked clean and were structurally fine, but had door problems that made them hard to
secure and impossible to seal. I’ve also seen ones with ugly patches that turned out to be minor, superficial rust
from a spot that had been repaired earlier. The trick is knowing what to inspect, where to look, and which “issues”
are actually deal-breakers.

Below is how I inspect used shipping containers in the real world, from first contact with the seller to the last tape-
measure check before you load it onto a truck.

Start with the details that shape your inspection
Before you get on site or request photos, confirm the basics that affect both risk and price. A 20-foot and a 40-
foot container can show the same general wear, but the longer units tend to reveal more flex, more door sag, and
more roof line issues because there’s more surface area for problems to show.

Ask yourself a simple question: what will you use the container for?

If it’s storage that will stay mostly closed, your inspection should prioritize doors, seals, and water management. If
it’s going to be turned into a workspace, climate-controlled room, or something with insulation and electrical work,
you also need to be aggressive about the interior condition, floor corrosion, and any hidden damage along the
frame.

Also get clarity on the container’s history. You might not know where it traveled, but you can usually learn
whether it was used for cargo in wet climates, parked near salt air, or left open and exposed. Even a seller’s vague
response helps you calibrate expectations, because rust patterns are not random.

Look at the container as a whole first, then methodically
Walk around the container before you start opening anything. Your eyes are picking up alignment, corrosion
spread, and obvious structural dents that are hard to “unsee” once you notice them.

Here are the first things I watch for, in order:

Roof line and side panel waviness

Corner castings and post-to-floor continuity

Door frame alignment and how straight the doors sit

The floor edges and the lower side rails where water collects

Rust extent and whether it looks “active” (flaking, powdery) or mostly stabilized (dark, uniform surface)

The goal of this first pass is not to label every defect. It’s to decide where you need deeper inspection so you can
spend your time efficiently. If the container has heavy roof damage, for example, you do not need to spend a long
time arguing with yourself about minor surface rust. The roof affects everything else: water entry, interior
corrosion, and the integrity of any future modifications.



Understand the container’s rust reality before judging it
Rust is normal in used containers, but not all rust is equal. “Surface rust” is often a cosmetic issue, though it can
still require treatment. “Scale rust” and deep pitting indicate more time in wet conditions and a higher chance of
corrosion that goes beyond the first layer.

What you are really trying to spot is the difference between:

1) corrosion that lives on top of steel, and

2) corrosion that has eaten into it, softened it, or created structural weaknesses.

When you find heavy rust near the bottom rails, inside corners, or under patched areas, assume water was present
longer than “normal condensation.” That changes how you think about floors, insulation, and long-term durability.

If the container has been painted over thickly, be cautious. Fresh paint can look like a “fix,” but it can also cover
active rust. I look for telltale signs like paint bubbles, flaking edges, or rust staining that leaks through around
seams.

Inspect the corner castings and frame, not just the panels
Corner castings are the container’s lifting and structural anchors. They also tell you a lot about how the container
has been handled and whether it has been repeatedly dropped, dragged, or lifted incorrectly.

Check each corner for:

obvious cracks around the casting

severe dents that could indicate frame deformation

signs of welding that look out of place, like large repairs on a corner

mismatched patch plates that do not line up cleanly with factory seams

Even if the seller claims it was “repaired,” the question is whether repairs were done correctly and whether they
protect the steel from future water intrusion.

Next, look along the long frame rails. Containers are built with strong corrugated sidewalls, but the frame carries
the loads. If you see a sagging side or uneven spacing at the doors, it suggests frame or panel distortion. Minor
dents can be fine, but distortion affects door fit, gasket compression, and weather sealing.

Doors are where many used containers fail
If you only inspect the body and ignore the doors, you can still end up with a container that will not seal, will not
lock properly, or will be a pain to operate.

Start by checking whether the doors open smoothly. A container with stiff hinges might simply need lubrication,
but if it takes unusual force, that can indicate misalignment, warped tracks, or corrosion at the hinge points.

Then inspect these door-related areas:

The door seals or gasket surfaces, and whether they’re intact rather than flattened and cracked

The door locking bars and hardware for stiffness or missing parts

The door tracks for corrosion, dents, or debris

The gap consistency when the doors close, especially at the top corners



A common problem is door sag. Even small sag can cause the gasket to compress unevenly, letting water in
during rain. I pay extra attention to the top corners. Water entry often starts high, shipping container homes
runs down, and then reveals itself as corrosion that seems “random” but is actually a predictable path.

If the seller offers to let you test the doors, take them up on it. Don’t just open and close once and move on. Close
the doors gently, observe where they meet the frame, then check whether the locks feel aligned or like they want
to “catch” at an angle.

Check the floor like you’re planning for the next decade
Floors are one of the most expensive areas to repair after the fact, and they are also where hidden problems can
be easiest to miss if you only glance down and see planks.

Many containers have wooden or composite decking over the original steel structure. The wood can look fine even
when the steel below it is heavily corroded. Also, containers that were used for wet cargo or left near irrigation can
have floor corrosion that spreads from the edges inward.

During inspection, do the following:

Look for soft spots, rot, or gaps in decking boards

Probe lightly where you suspect damage (if allowed) to see whether boards are loose or waterlogged

Check the floor perimeter for rust streaks, bubbling, or degraded steel lips

Inspect for signs of patching, like mismatched fasteners, new-looking boards, or uneven replacements

If you can access the under-decking areas, even partially, it’s a big advantage. You do not need to tear anything
apart, but you should look for rust that looks deep or extensive, especially near drainage points.

A floor that’s merely dirty is a non-issue. A floor that shows heavy corrosion, deformation, or repeated patching is
a different category entirely.

Inspect the roof and side panels for water path damage
Water follows physics. It finds dents, gaps, seams, and low spots, then it stays there long enough to do damage.

On the roof, look for:

punctures, holes, or deep dents that could trap water

areas where the corrugation looks stretched or torn

rust blooms around fasteners or seam lines

On the side walls, inspect along corrugation lines and seams where panels join. Pay attention to locations where
the paint looks “burned” or where rust is concentrated in small islands, because those often indicate localized
moisture exposure, not just general aging.

Also check the lower side rails. These are notorious for collecting moisture and dirt. If you see heavy rust and
flaking at the lower rails, your future sealing and insulation plans may require more surface prep and more
aggressive corrosion treatment.

Look inside for interior corrosion patterns and evidence of past leaks
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Even if the container is clean on the outside, interior condition often tells the truth about water intrusion. I look for
staining at the corners and lower walls, rust tracks that look like they started somewhere specific, and any signs of
prior patching.

Inside inspection points:

corner posts for staining and corrosion severity

the interior of the doors and door frame

floor edges along the perimeter

any areas where the wall panels look repainted or reworked

If you see repeated rust staining that extends in a line, think about how water would travel. For example, a dent at
the top corner combined with poor gasket compression can create a predictable drip line that rusts the same way
every time rain hits.

If the container has had interior plywood or insulation removed, check for fastener holes and whether they were
sealed afterward. Unsealed holes can become future leak paths.

Watch for unsafe repairs and “too good to be true” fixes
Used container sellers sometimes offer containers that have “been repaired,” and that can be fine. The issue is
quality and honesty. A good repair should reduce water entry and restore fit and strength. A bad repair often just
hides the symptoms.

I’m especially cautious about:

thick weld beads around frame members

patch plates that do not align with original panel geometry

paint over bubbling corrosion without addressing the source

missing corner hardware or replaced parts with mismatched sizes

You do not need to be a certified welder to notice when something looks wrong. Look for repairs that seem
random, or where multiple seams look newly coated but the surrounding steel looks untreated.

If the seller has maintenance records, use them. If they don’t, you judge by workmanship and by how consistent
the condition looks across panels, doors, and corners.

Take a tape measure to catch alignment issues
Visual inspection finds a lot, but measurements can confirm what your eyes suspect. You’re not trying to build a
lab test. You want practical evidence of whether the container is squarish, whether doors will seal evenly, and
whether frame deformation has occurred.

Even a simple comparison helps. Measure key distances at consistent points and compare left to right.

If you see a consistent gap difference along the door frame, door sag is likely. If you see side wall distortion that
correlates with doors not closing evenly, the issue is structural alignment.

If the seller refuses any reasonable measurement and offers only “trust me,” I treat that as a red flag. Buying a
container is a mechanical purchase. You do not want surprises after delivery.



Verify locking, hardware, and easy-to-miss components
It’s easy to get fixated on rust and ignore the bits you actually touch every day. Hardware matters because it
affects security and usability.

Test the locking bars and check that they fully engage. Look for missing parts, damaged latches, and shipping
containers bent locking rods. If the lock area is corroded, it might still work now but fail under regular use.

Also inspect hinge areas. A hinge can seize if corrosion has eaten into the pin or if the hinge gets packed with
debris and salt. Lubrication helps, but heavy corrosion often needs cleaning and treatment.

If you plan to add modifications, hardware condition matters too. Drilling into a corroded hinge area or nearby
steel might be more difficult and more expensive to reinforce later.

Consider where you will place the container and what weather will do
to it
A container can be in decent shape and still fail early if you place it incorrectly. Ground contact, drainage, airflow,
and local climate all matter.

Ask yourself:

Will the container sit directly on soil, or will it be on piers or a foundation?

Will water collect at the base corners?

Is the area exposed to salt air, heavy storms, or frequent freezing and thawing?

Even perfect doors do not guarantee watertight performance if the container sits in standing water. The steel at
the base edges can corrode faster than you expect, especially in humid regions.

If you plan to insulate and run climate control, airflow and vapor management become important. A container
that’s slightly damp inside can lead to mold or corrosion where you cannot easily see it once finished.

This is where “judgment” matters. Some buyers will accept a container with moderate exterior rust if they know
they will lift it off the ground and maintain it. Others will not. Both are reasonable choices, but your inspection
should align with your plan.

A practical on-site inspection checklist
If you want a tighter workflow, here’s the approach I use on site. It’s short enough to fit into a 20 to 30 minute
walk-around, then deeper checks where something looks off.

Start with a full walk-around and note roof, corner, and door alignment concerns

Inspect doors closely: smooth operation, consistent gaps, intact seals, secure locking

Check the floor for soft decking, perimeter rust, and signs of patching or deformation

Examine interior corners and the lower walls for leak patterns and repaint coverage

Confirm safety and repair quality at corners, frame seams, and any welded or patched areas

Don’t ignore safety and access issues
There’s also a non-negotiable safety side to this. Used containers can have sharp edges, loose boards, or
compromised floors. Before you climb or step inside, take a careful look at footing and stability.
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If the decking is soft or you see structural compromise, do not assume it will hold your weight. You’re inspecting,
not testing load-bearing strength. Bring a flashlight for interior corners, wear gloves, and move slowly on any area
that looks suspicious.

Also consider whether you need help. A second person makes door inspection easier because one person can
open and close while the other watches the seams and gaps.

How to decide whether a defect is cosmetic or structural
This is where buyers often get stuck. Rust is the obvious example, but there are others: dents, roof damage, and
door sag.

Here’s how I think about common problems.

A minor surface dent in the side panel is usually cosmetic, especially if there’s no paint cracking and no active rust.
A dent that stretches the corrugation can create a low spot where water pools. If you see a dent plus rust blooms
near it, assume water has been involved.

For roof damage, the key question is whether water will collect. A shallow dent in a roof sheet might still shed
water and be manageable. A deep crease, puncture, or stretched area can trap moisture and accelerate corrosion
from underneath.

For floors, the visible deck boards can mislead you. Soft boards or heavy patching are strong signals that the
underlying steel may also be compromised. If you see significant corrosion at the perimeter, treat it as more
urgent than “just old decking.”

Door misalignment is often structural. Even if you can adjust hinges, a bent frame can keep the doors from sealing
properly. Misalignment also increases wear on locking hardware, which leads to more maintenance and potentially
failed security.

Questions to ask the seller that actually change the risk
Photos help, but questions help more because they can reveal context you cannot see. Some sellers will offer
information because it builds trust. Others will try to redirect to price.

Here are questions that matter because they connect directly to inspection findings:

When was it last inspected or maintained? Have any parts been replaced, and what was replaced? Has it had
repairs to doors, floors, or corners? If it is represented as “wind and water tight,” what is the basis for that claim?
Are the seals original, and are they in good condition?

If the seller cannot answer, you can still buy. Just calibrate your inspection to assume more risk and plan for
potential repairs.

One more practical note: ask for photos of the corners and the roof. Many listings include exterior wall shots but
skip the areas where buyers get burned later.

Red flags that usually justify walking away
You don’t need to be cynical. Just be consistent. There are situations where the odds of expensive problems are
high enough that it’s usually better to keep shopping.

Here are the red flags I treat as serious:



Door alignment is clearly off and cannot close evenly without forcing

Floor shows severe perimeter corrosion, deformation, or extensive patching

Corner castings show cracks, heavy bending, or questionable weld repairs

Active rust is widespread, especially where water would collect during storms

Roof has punctures, deep creases, or signs of prior leaks around seams

If you see one of these, you might still negotiate and proceed if the pricing reflects the risk. If you see multiple, the
math often shifts away from “good deal.”

Negotiate based on inspection findings, not vibes
Negotiation should feel logical. A used container is not a new product with guaranteed performance. You
negotiate based on condition categories and repair costs.

If the container needs door seal replacement, that’s a defined cost and a defined improvement. If it has floor
corrosion that may require steel work or full decking replacement, that’s a bigger cost. If it has roof damage that
compromises water shedding, you should treat it as a higher priority.

If the seller can provide maintenance history or repair invoices, use that to adjust your estimate. If they cannot,
your best estimate comes from your inspection and your own assumptions about labor.

When you give your offer, connect it directly to what you saw: “The door gaps are uneven at the top corners,” or
“The perimeter rust indicates moisture exposure.” It’s harder for sellers to dismiss that than a vague “I don’t like it.”

Final checklist before you pay and schedule pickup
Once you’ve found the container you want, do not rely on memory. Used containers can change once they’re
staged, relocated, or handled between inspection and pickup. Conditions can worsen during loading if forklifts
scrape panels or if doors are forced when the container shifts.

Here is my final pass, quick but deliberate.

Re-check door operation and lock engagement at the time of purchase

Verify floor deck condition and perimeter rust after any last-minute handling

Confirm no new visible damage appears since your inspection

Make sure the agreed condition and photos match what’s on site

Confirm the pickup plan, lift points, and loading method that fit the container

Choosing the right container for your end use
A used shipping container can be an excellent building block for storage, workshops, shelters, and many other
projects. The inspection approach should match the end use.

For dry storage, doors and floor edges matter most, and moderate surface rust is often manageable. For a living
or climate-controlled space, you need to focus harder on water tightness pathways: roof condition, corner
integrity, interior staining, and any evidence of past leaks.

For heavy modifications like cutting openings or installing plumbing, frame and corner integrity matter even more.
You want a container that will remain stable after you alter panels. A container with structural deformation may
still be buildable, but you should expect extra reinforcement work.



One last thought: the best container is the one that matches your plan
People sometimes shop for the “best-looking” container, then act surprised when it’s hard to use. Others buy the
cheapest option, then struggle with sealing and corrosion once they start insulating.

The best deal is rarely the container with the lowest sticker price. It’s the container whose condition aligns with
your repair budget, your timeframe, and the environment it will live in.

Inspect with that mindset. Look for water paths, alignment, and corrosion severity, then decide what you can
realistically fix and what will keep costing you long after the first month.

If you do that, you’ll walk away with a container that feels solid on day one and stays solid through the seasons
that follow.


