
Piles or Traditional Foundations: Which Approach
Suits Challenging Ground
Choosing the right foundation is one of the most important decisions in any construction
project. When the ground is stable and the loads are modest, a traditional strip or trench
foundation often does the job. But many sites present difficult conditions: soft clay, high water
tables, made ground, or slopes. In those cases, engineered piling becomes the practical
alternative. This article compares the two approaches and explains when each one works best,
helping you make an informed choice for your project.

How Traditional Foundations Work
Traditional foundations spread the weight of a building across a wide area of soil. A strip
foundation, for example, is a continuous concrete strip that runs under load-bearing walls. A
raft foundation is a reinforced concrete slab that covers the whole footprint of the building.
These methods rely on the soil near the surface having enough bearing capacity to support the
structural loads without excessive settlement.

Ground investigation is essential before deciding on any foundation type. A site survey and
geotechnical report will reveal the soil conditions, bearing capacity, and any risks such as
shrinkable clay or groundwater. On many sites, the top metre or two of ground is firm enough
for a traditional foundation. But when the bearing layer lies deeper, or when the soil is variable,
a shallow foundation may not be reliable.

When Piling Becomes Necessary
Engineered piling transfers the building load deeper into the ground, to a stratum that can bear
the weight. A pile is a long, slender column of concrete, steel, or timber driven or drilled into the
ground. Groups of piles are connected by a pile cap or a ground beam, and the structure sits on
top. This method is far less dependent on the quality of the surface soil. It works well on sites
with soft or loose ground, high water tables, or where the ground has been disturbed by
previous development.



One common scenario is a site with clay soil that shrinks and swells with moisture changes.
Traditional foundations on such ground can suffer from differential movement, leading to
cracks in walls and floors. Piles can be taken down below the zone of seasonal moisture
change, into stable ground, avoiding that movement. Another scenario is a site on a slope,
where a traditional foundation would require extensive excavation and retaining walls. Piles
can be installed at different depths to follow the slope, reducing the amount of earthmoving
needed.

For commercial and domestic building projects in the UK, the choice between piling and
traditional foundations often comes down to the geotechnical report. The report will
recommend a foundation depth and type based on the soil conditions and the structural loads.
If the report shows that the bearing stratum is more than a couple of metres deep, or that the
surface soil has low bearing capacity, then piling is usually the recommended route. The cost
of piling is higher per linear metre than a trench fill, but it avoids the risk of expensive repairs
later if a shallow foundation fails.

Comparing the Two Approaches
Let's look at the main factors that influence the decision.

Ground Conditions



Traditional foundations work best on uniform, stable ground with good bearing capacity near
the surface. Gravel, sand, and firm clay are typical examples. Piling comes into its own on
made ground, soft clays, silts, peat, or where the water table is high. A ground investigation will
identify the soil type and its strength at various depths, giving the engineer the data needed to
design the foundation.

Structural Loads

Heavy structures such as multi-storey buildings, bridges, or industrial units impose high loads.
Traditional shallow foundations would need to be very large to spread that load safely. Piles
can carry heavy loads in a much smaller footprint, because they transfer the load to deeper,
stronger ground. For lighter domestic structures, traditional foundations are often perfectly
adequate, but if the ground is poor, even a small house may need piling.

Settlement Risk

All structures settle a little after construction. The key is to ensure that settlement is uniform
and within acceptable limits. Traditional foundations on variable ground can lead to differential
settlement, where one part of the building sinks more than another. Piles, by reaching a
consistent bearing layer, reduce that risk significantly. The geotechnical report will include a
settlement analysis that helps the engineer decide which approach is safer.



Construction Programme

Traditional foundations are generally quicker to install than piles, because they involve
straightforward excavation and concreting. Piling requires specialised equipment and often
takes longer, especially if the piles need to be driven or drilled to significant depth. However, on
difficult ground, the time saved by avoiding deep excavation for a traditional foundation can
offset the longer piling programme. The site survey should inform the programme planning.

Practical Considerations
When you are reviewing a geotechnical report, look for the recommended foundation depth
and the bearing capacity of the soil at that depth. If the report says the bearing stratum is at 3
metres or more, piling is likely the most practical solution. If it says the top 1.5 metres is firm
and uniform, a traditional foundation may be fine. Also check for any mention of groundwater:
if the water table is high, traditional foundations may need dewatering during construction,
which adds cost and delay. Piles can be designed to work in wet conditions without
dewatering.

Another factor is access. Piling rigs are large machines, and they need space to manoeuvre.
On a tight urban site, a mini-piling rig might be used, but even that requires a clear path.
Traditional foundation work involves diggers and concrete mixers, which are smaller and more
flexible. The site survey should note any access constraints that might affect the choice.

It is also worth considering the environmental impact. Piling produces less spoil than a deep
trench foundation, because the piles are narrow and the excavation is minimal. That can
reduce the cost of waste disposal and the carbon footprint of the project. On the other hand,
the manufacture of steel reinforcement and concrete for piles has its own footprint. A full life-
cycle assessment would be needed to compare the two fairly, but in general, piling can be a
good choice for brownfield sites where the ground is contaminated and the spoil would need
special handling.

Making the Decision
There is no single answer that fits every site. The right foundation is the one that matches the
ground conditions, the building loads, the budget, and the programme. For a straightforward
site with good soil, a traditional foundation is usually the most cost-effective option. For a site
with challenging ground, engineered piling provides a reliable solution that avoids the risks of
settlement and structural damage.



When you are evaluating your options, start with a thorough ground investigation. A good
geotechnical report will give you the information you need to discuss the options with a
structural engineer. The engineer will design the foundation that suits your specific situation.
For more information on engineered piling and foundation construction services for
commercial and domestic projects, you can visit citypiling.co.uk. They provide engineered
piling and foundation construction services for commercial and domestic building projects in
the UK, and their website has further details on how piling can work for your site.

In summary, the choice between piles and traditional foundations depends on the ground
beneath your site. Do not guess. Invest in a proper site survey and geotechnical report, and let
the data guide the decision. That way, you get a foundation that is safe, durable, and
appropriate for the conditions, without over-engineering or taking unnecessary risks. Whether
you end up with a shallow trench or a deep pile, the goal is the same: a stable base for your
building that will last for decades.

https://www.citypiling.co.uk/

