
A Simple Guide to Concrete Grades and What They
Mean for Your Project

What Are Concrete Grades and Why Do They Matter?
Concrete is not a single material. It varies widely in strength, durability, and cost depending on
how it is mixed. The grade of concrete, usually written as C10, C20, C30, or C40, tells you the
compressive strength of the hardened material in megapascals (MPa). That number
represents the load the concrete can bear per square millimetre before it starts to fail. For a
homeowner or a small contractor, choosing the right grade can mean the difference between a
foundation that lasts decades and one that cracks under pressure.

How Compressive Strength Is Measured
Compressive strength is the most important property of concrete for structural work. It is
tested by casting cubes or cylinders of fresh concrete and crushing them after 28 days of
curing. The result in MPa gives the grade. For example, C30 concrete has a compressive
strength of 30 MPa at 28 days. Lower grades like C10 reach only 10 MPa, while higher grades
such as C40 go up to 40 MPa. The higher the number, the more load the concrete can carry, but
also the more cement and careful mixing it requires.

The Range of Concrete Grades: C10 to C40
Each grade suits a different type of work. Understanding the range helps you pick the right
material without overpaying for strength you do not need.

C10 Concrete

C10 is a lean mix with low cement content. It is not used for anything that needs to bear
weight. Its main uses are as a blinding layer under floors or as a fill material where strength is
not critical. It sets hard enough to walk on but would crack under the load of a building or a
vehicle.

View the location on Google Maps

C20 Concrete

C20 is a general-purpose mix that works for domestic driveways, paths, patios, and garage
bases. It has moderate strength and is often specified for projects that see light traffic or
pedestrian use. For a garden shed base or a simple pathway, C20 is usually sufficient.

C30 Concrete

https://www.google.com/maps/search/?api=1&query=Stacey%20Concrete%20Ltd


C30 is the most common structural grade. It is strong enough for most residential and light
commercial foundations, including strip footings, ground beams, and floor slabs. Many
building regulations specify C30 for concrete for foundations and slabs in new houses
because it balances strength and workability well. If you are pouring a garage floor, a house
foundation, or a retaining wall base, C30 is often the safe choice.
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C40 Concrete

C40 is a high-strength mix used for industrial floors, heavy-duty pavements, and structural
columns in multi-storey buildings. It contains more cement and a carefully graded aggregate to
achieve its strength. It is also more expensive and harder to work with because it stiffens
quickly. For a domestic project, C40 is usually unnecessary unless the ground conditions are
poor or the load is extreme.

What Affects the Final Strength of Concrete
The grade you order is only part of the story. How the concrete is mixed, transported, placed,
and cured all affect the final strength. Even a C40 mix will fail if it dries out too fast or is not
compacted properly.

Mix Design and Aggregate

The proportions of cement, water, sand, and coarse aggregate determine the grade. A higher
grade uses less water and more cement, which makes the mix stiffer and harder to pour. The
aggregate size and shape also matter: angular crushed stone bonds better than smooth gravel,
and a well-graded aggregate fills gaps more tightly.

Curing

Curing means keeping the concrete moist and at a stable temperature for the first few days
after pouring. Hydration, the chemical reaction that hardens cement, needs water. If the
concrete dries out, the reaction stops and the surface becomes weak and dusty. Covering the
slab with wet hessian or plastic sheeting for at least three days is standard practice.

Workmanship on Site

How the concrete is handled matters. Adding extra water on site to make it easier to pour
reduces the strength. Vibrating or tamping the concrete removes air pockets and improves
compaction. Poor compaction leaves voids that weaken the slab. A good contractor knows not
to overdilute the mix and to finish the surface properly.

https://staceyconcrete.co.uk/


How to Choose the Right Grade
Picking the right concrete grade is a matter of matching the load and the conditions. Here are a
few guidelines that apply to most domestic and light commercial projects.

Stacey Concrete Ltd is also on Facebook.

For a path or a patio that only sees foot traffic, C20 is adequate and cheaper than
higher grades.

For a garage base or a driveway that takes cars, C25 or C30 is better to avoid cracking
under weight.

For house foundations and structural slabs, C30 is the standard specification in many
areas. It provides a reliable safety margin for the loads a house imposes.

For a workshop floor that will hold heavy machinery or a commercial loading bay,
consider C40 to handle point loads and repeated stress.

If the ground is clay or has poor drainage, the concrete may need to be stronger or
thicker to bridge soft spots. A structural engineer can advise on the grade and
reinforcement required.

https://www.facebook.com/people/Stacey-Concrete-Ltd/61572528926348/


It is worth noting that concrete for foundations and slabs is specified by structural engineers
based on the building design and soil conditions. The grade you need may be written into the
plans. If you are doing the work yourself, check with a local supplier or a building control officer
before ordering.

Common Mistakes When Ordering Concrete
Ordering the wrong grade is a common error, but there are other pitfalls that cause problems
on site.

Over-Ordering Strength

Buying C40 for a garden path wastes money and makes the concrete harder to work with. The
extra strength is not needed, and the mix may be too stiff to level properly by hand.

Under-Ordering Strength

Using C20 for a house foundation risks cracking and settlement. The saving on material cost is
small compared with the cost of repairing a failed slab or underpinning a wall.

Ignoring Curing Time

Even the best concrete needs time to gain strength. Parking a car on a new driveway after two
days can damage the surface. Most suppliers recommend leaving the concrete undisturbed for
at least seven days before applying full load.

Adding Water on Arrival

It is tempting to add water when the concrete arrives stiff, especially on a hot day. Every extra
litre of water reduces the compressive strength and increases shrinkage. If the mix is too stiff,
ask the driver to add a superplasticiser instead of water, or order a slightly wetter mix in the
first place.



What to Expect When Ready-Mix Concrete Is Delivered
Ready-mix concrete is batched at a plant and delivered in a truck mixer. The driver will ask
where to tip the load and may need to reach the pour point with a chute or a pump. For a large
slab, the concrete is poured and spread by the crew on site. The whole load must be placed
within about two hours of batching, so preparation is key. Have the formwork, reinforcement,
and any damp-proof membrane ready before the truck arrives.

Stacey Concrete Ltd, based at Ryder Point Works, Wirksworth, Matlock DE4 4HE, UK, supplies
ready-mix concrete grades C10, C30, C40 and more with delivery across the East Midlands.
You can reach them at +44 1629 825188.


