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CHAPTER 10

MEANS OF EGRESS 

User notes:

About this chapter: Chapter 10 provides the general criteria for designing the means of egress established as the primary method for protec-
tion of people in buildings by allowing timely relocation or evacuation of building occupants. Both prescriptive and performance language is
utilized in this chapter to provide for a basic approach in the determination of a safe exiting system for all occupancies. It addresses all por-
tions of the egress system (exit access, exits and exit discharge) and includes design requirements as well as provisions regulating individual
components. The requirements detail the size, arrangement, number and protection of means of egress components. Functional and opera-
tional characteristics that will permit the safe use of components without special knowledge or effort are specified. 

The means of egress protection requirements work in coordination with other sections of the code, such as protection of vertical openings
(see Chapter 7), interior finish (see Chapter 8), fire suppression and detection systems (see Chapter 9) and numerous others, all having an
impact on life safety. Chapter 10 is subdivided into four main sections: general (Sections 1003–1015), exit access (Sections 1016–1021), exit
(Sections 1022–1027) and exit discharge (Section 1028). Special allowances for the unique requirements for assembly spaces (Section 1029)
and emergency escape and rescue openings (Section 1030) complete the chapter. Chapter 10 of this code is duplicated in Chapter 10 of the
International Fire Code®; however, the International Fire Code contains one additional section on maintenance of the means of egress system
in existing buildings.

Code development reminder: Code change proposals to sections preceded by the designation [F] will be considered by the International
Fire Code Development Committee during the 2019 (Group B) Code Development Cycle. See explanation on page iv.

SECTION 1001
 ADMINISTRATION

1001.1 General. Buildings or portions thereof shall be pro-
vided with a means of egress system as required by this chap-
ter. The provisions of this chapter shall control the design,
construction and arrangement of means of egress components
required to provide an approved means of egress from struc-
tures and portions thereof.

1001.2 Minimum requirements. It shall be unlawful to alter
a building or structure in a manner that will reduce the num-
ber of exits or the minimum width or required capacity of the
means of egress to less than required by this code.

[F] SECTION 1002
MAINTENANCE AND PLANS

[F] 1002.1 Maintenance. Means of egress shall be main-
tained in accordance with the International Fire Code.

[F] 1002.2 Fire safety and evacuation plans. Fire safety and
evacuation plans shall be provided for all occupancies and
buildings where required by the International Fire Code.
Such fire safety and evacuation plans shall comply with the
applicable provisions of Sections 401.2 and 404 of the Inter-
national Fire Code.

SECTION 1003
 GENERAL MEANS OF EGRESS

1003.1 Applicability. The general requirements specified in
Sections 1003 through 1015 shall apply to all three elements
of the means of egress system, in addition to those specific
requirements for the exit access, the exit and the exit dis-
charge detailed elsewhere in this chapter.

1003.2 Ceiling height. The means of egress shall have a ceil-
ing height of not less than 7 feet 6 inches (2286 mm) above
the finished floor.

Exceptions:

1. Sloped ceilings in accordance with Section 1207.2.

2. Ceilings of dwelling units and sleeping units within
residential occupancies in accordance with Section
1207.2.

3. Allowable projections in accordance with Section
1003.3.

4. Stair headroom in accordance with Section 1011.3.

5. Door height in accordance with Section 1010.1.1.

6. Ramp headroom in accordance with Section
1012.5.2.

7. The clear height of floor levels in vehicular and
pedestrian traffic areas of public and private parking
garages in accordance with Section 406.2.2.

8. Areas above and below mezzanine floors in accor-
dance with Section 505.2.

1003.3 Protruding objects. Protruding objects on circula-
tion paths shall comply with the requirements of Sections
1003.3.1 through 1003.3.4.

1003.3.1 Headroom. Protruding objects are permitted to
extend below the minimum ceiling height required by Sec-
tion 1003.2 where a minimum headroom of 80 inches
(2032 mm) is provided over any circulation paths, includ-
ing walks, corridors, aisles and passageways. Not more
than 50 percent of the ceiling area of a means of egress
shall be reduced in height by protruding objects.

Exception: Door closers and stops shall not reduce
headroom to less than 78 inches (1981 mm).
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A barrier shall be provided where the vertical clearance
above a circulation path is less than 80 inches (2032 mm)
high above the finished floor. The leading edge of such a
barrier shall be located 27 inches (686 mm) maximum
above the finished floor.

1003.3.2 Post-mounted objects. A free-standing object
mounted on a post or pylon shall not overhang that post or
pylon more than 4 inches (102 mm) where the lowest
point of the leading edge is more than 27 inches (686 mm)
and less than 80 inches (2032 mm) above the finished
floor. Where a sign or other obstruction is mounted
between posts or pylons and the clear distance between the
posts or pylons is greater than 12 inches (305 mm), the
lowest edge of such sign or obstruction shall be 27 inches
(686 mm) maximum or 80 inches (2032 mm) minimum
above the finished floor or ground.

Exception: These requirements shall not apply to slop-
ing portions of handrails between the top and bottom
riser of stairs and above the ramp run.

1003.3.3 Horizontal projections. Objects with leading
edges more than 27 inches (685 mm) and not more than 80
inches (2030 mm) above the finished floor shall not proj-
ect horizontally more than 4 inches (102 mm) into the cir-
culation path.

Exception: Handrails are permitted to protrude 41/2

inches (114 mm) from the wall or guard.

1003.3.4 Clear width. Protruding objects shall not reduce
the minimum clear width of accessible routes.

1003.4 Slip-resistant surface. Circulation paths of the means
of egress shall have a slip-resistant surface and be securely
attached.

1003.5 Elevation change. Where changes in elevation of less
than 12 inches (305 mm) exist in the means of egress, sloped
surfaces shall be used. Where the slope is greater than one
unit vertical in 20 units horizontal (5-percent slope), ramps
complying with Section 1012 shall be used. Where the differ-
ence in elevation is 6 inches (152 mm) or less, the ramp shall
be equipped with either handrails or floor finish materials
that contrast with adjacent floor finish materials.

Exceptions:
1. A single step with a maximum riser height of 7

inches (178 mm) is permitted for buildings with
occupancies in Groups F, H, R-2, R-3, S and U at
exterior doors not required to be accessible by
Chapter 11.

2. A stair with a single riser or with two risers and a
tread is permitted at locations not required to be
accessible by Chapter 11 where the risers and treads
comply with Section 1011.5, the minimum depth of
the tread is 13 inches (330 mm) and not less than
one handrail complying with Section 1014 is pro-
vided within 30 inches (762 mm) of the centerline of
the normal path of egress travel on the stair.

3. A step is permitted in aisles serving seating that has
a difference in elevation less than 12 inches (305
mm) at locations not required to be accessible by

Chapter 11, provided that the risers and treads com-
ply with Section 1029.14 and the aisle is provided
with a handrail complying with Section 1029.16.

Throughout a story in a Group I-2 occupancy, any change
in elevation in portions of the means of egress that serve
nonambulatory persons shall be by means of a ramp or sloped
walkway.

1003.6 Means of egress continuity. The path of egress
travel along a means of egress shall not be interrupted by a
building element other than a means of egress component as
specified in this chapter. Obstructions shall not be placed in
the minimum width or required capacity of a means of
egress component except projections permitted by this
chapter. The minimum width or required capacity of a
means of egress system shall not be diminished along the
path of egress travel.

1003.7 Elevators, escalators and moving walks. Elevators,
escalators and moving walks shall not be used as a compo-
nent of a required means of egress from any other part of the
building.

Exception: Elevators used as an accessible means of
egress in accordance with Section 1009.4.

SECTION 1004
 OCCUPANT LOAD

1004.1 Design occupant load. In determining means of
egress requirements, the number of occupants for whom
means of egress facilities are provided shall be determined in
accordance with this section.  

1004.2 Cumulative occupant loads.  Where the path of
egress travel includes intervening rooms, areas or spaces,
cumulative occupant loads shall be determined in accordance
with this section. 

1004.2.1 Intervening spaces or accessory areas. Where
occupants egress from one or more rooms, areas or spaces
through others, the design occupant load shall be the com-
bined occupant load of interconnected accessory or inter-
vening spaces. Design of egress path capacity shall be
based on the cumulative portion of occupant loads of all
rooms, areas or spaces to that point along the path of
egress travel.

1004.2.2 Adjacent levels for mezzanines. That portion of
the occupant load of a mezzanine with required egress
through a room, area or space on an adjacent level shall be
added to the occupant load of that room, area or space.

1004.2.3 Adjacent stories. Other than for the egress com-
ponents designed for convergence in accordance with Sec-
tion 1005.6, the occupant load from separate stories shall
not be added.

1004.3 Multiple function occupant load. Where an area
under consideration contains multiple functions having dif-
ferent occupant load factors, the design occupant load for
such area shall be based on the floor area of each function
calculated independently.
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1011.3 Headroom. Stairways shall have a headroom clear-
ance of not less than 80 inches (2032 mm) measured verti-
cally from a line connecting the edge of the nosings. Such
headroom shall be continuous above the stairway to the point
where the line intersects the landing below, one tread depth
beyond the bottom riser. The minimum clearance shall be
maintained the full width of the stairway and landing.

Exceptions:

1. Spiral stairways complying with Section 1011.10
are permitted a 78-inch (1981 mm) headroom clear-
ance.

2. In Group R-3 occupancies; within dwelling units in
Group R-2 occupancies; and in Group U occupan-
cies that are accessory to a Group R-3 occupancy or
accessory to individual dwelling units in Group R-2
occupancies; where the nosings of treads at the side
of a flight extend under the edge of a floor opening
through which the stair passes, the floor opening
shall be allowed to project horizontally into the
required headroom not more than 43/4 inches (121
mm).

1011.4 Walkline. The walkline across winder treads shall be
concentric to the direction of travel through the turn and
located 12 inches (305 mm) from the side where the winders
are narrower. The 12-inch (305 mm) dimension shall be mea-
sured from the widest point of the clear stair width at the
walking surface of the winder. Where winders are adjacent
within the flight, the point of the widest clear stair width of
the adjacent winders shall be used.

1011.5 Stair treads and risers. Stair treads and risers shall
comply with Sections 1011.5.1 through 1011.5.5.3.

1011.5.1 Dimension reference surfaces. For the purpose
of this section, all dimensions are exclusive of carpets,
rugs or runners.

1011.5.2 Riser height and tread depth. Stair riser
heights shall be 7 inches (178 mm) maximum and 4
inches (102 mm) minimum. The riser height shall be
measured vertically between the nosings of adjacent
treads. Rectangular tread depths shall be 11 inches (279
mm) minimum measured horizontally between the verti-
cal planes of the foremost projection of adjacent treads
and at a right angle to the tread’s nosing. Winder treads
shall have a minimum tread depth of 11 inches (279 mm)
between the vertical planes of the foremost projection of
adjacent treads at the intersections with the walkline and
a minimum tread depth of 10 inches (254 mm) within the
clear width of the stair.

Exceptions:

1. Spiral stairways in accordance with Section
1011.10.

2. Stairways connecting stepped aisles to cross
aisles or concourses shall be permitted to use the
riser/tread dimension in Section 1029.14.2.

3. In Group R-3 occupancies; within dwelling units
in Group R-2 occupancies; and in Group U occu-
pancies that are accessory to a Group R-3 occu-
pancy or accessory to individual dwelling units in

Group R-2 occupancies; the maximum riser
height shall be 73/4 inches (197 mm); the mini-
mum tread depth shall be 10 inches (254 mm);
the minimum winder tread depth at the walkline
shall be 10 inches (254 mm); and the minimum
winder tread depth shall be 6 inches (152 mm). A
nosing projection not less than 3/4  inch (19.1
mm) but not more than 11/4 inches (32 mm) shall
be provided on stairways with solid risers where
the tread depth is less than 11 inches (279 mm).

4. See Section 503.1 of the International Existing
Building Code for the replacement of existing
stairways.

5. In Group I-3 facilities, stairways providing
access to guard towers, observation stations and
control rooms, not more than 250 square feet (23
m2) in area, shall be permitted to have a maxi-
mum riser height of 8 inches (203 mm) and a
minimum tread depth of 9 inches (229 mm).

1011.5.3 Winder treads. Winder treads are not permitted
in means of egress stairways except within a dwelling unit.

Exceptions:

1. Curved stairways in accordance with Section
1011.9.

2. Spiral stairways in accordance with Section
1011.10.

1011.5.4  Dimensional uniformity. Stair treads and risers
shall be of uniform size and shape. The tolerance between
the largest and smallest riser height or between the largest
and smallest tread depth shall not exceed 3/8 inch (9.5 mm)
in any flight of stairs. The greatest winder tread depth at
the walkline within any flight of stairs shall not exceed the
smallest by more than 3/8 inch (9.5 mm).

Exceptions:

1. Stairways connecting stepped aisles to cross
aisles or concourses shall be permitted to comply
with the dimensional nonuniformity in Section
1029.14.2.

2. Consistently shaped winders, complying with
Section 1011.5, differing from rectangular treads
in the same flight of stairs.

3. Nonuniform riser dimension complying with
Section 1011.5.4.1.

1011.5.4.1 Nonuniform height risers. Where the bot-
tom or top riser adjoins a sloping public way, walkway
or driveway having an established grade and serving as
a landing, the bottom or top riser is permitted to be
reduced along the slope to less than 4 inches (102 mm)
in height, with the variation in height of the bottom or
top riser not to exceed one unit vertical in 12 units hori-
zontal (8-percent slope) of stair width. The nosings or
leading edges of treads at such nonuniform height risers
shall have a distinctive marking stripe, different from
any other nosing marking provided on the stair flight.
The distinctive marking stripe shall be visible in
descent of the stair and shall have a slip-resistant sur-
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face. Marking stripes shall have a width of not less than
1 inch (25 mm) but not more than 2 inches (51 mm).

1011.5.5 Nosing and riser profile. Nosings shall have a
curvature or bevel of not less than 1/16 inch (1.6 mm) but
not more than 9/16 inch (14.3 mm) from the foremost pro-
jection of the tread. Risers shall be solid and vertical or
sloped under the tread above from the underside of the nos-
ing above at an angle not more than 30 degrees (0.52 rad)
from the vertical.

1011.5.5.1 Nosing projection size. The leading edge
(nosings) of treads shall project not more than 11/4

inches (32 mm) beyond the tread below.

1011.5.5.2 Nosing projection uniformity. Nosing pro-
jections of the leading edges shall be of uniform size,
including the projections of the nosing’s leading edge
of the floor at the top of a flight.

1011.5.5.3 Solid risers. Risers shall be solid.
Exceptions:

1. Solid risers are not required for stairways that
are not required to comply with Section
1009.3, provided  that the opening between
treads does not permit the passage of a sphere
with a diameter of 4 inches (102 mm).

2. Solid risers are not required for occupancies in
Group I-3 or in Group F, H and S occupancies
other than areas accessible to the public. The
size of the opening in the riser is not restricted.

3. Solid risers are not required for spiral stair-
ways constructed in accordance with Section
1011.10.

1011.6 Stairway landings. There shall be a floor or landing
at the top and bottom of each stairway. The width of land-
ings, measured perpendicularly to the direction of travel,
shall be not less than the width of stairways served. Every
landing shall have a minimum depth, measured parallel to the
direction of travel, equal to the width of the stairway or 48
inches (1219 mm), whichever is less. Doors opening onto a
landing shall not reduce the landing to less than one-half the
required width. When fully open, the door shall not project
more than 7 inches (178 mm) into a landing. Where wheel-
chair spaces are required on the stairway landing in accor-
dance with Section 1009.6.3, the wheelchair space shall not
be located in the required width of the landing and doors shall
not swing over the wheelchair spaces.

Exception: Where stairways connect stepped aisles to
cross aisles or concourses, stairway landings are not
required at the transition between stairways and stepped
aisles constructed in accordance with Section 1029.

1011.7 Stairway construction. Stairways shall be built of
materials consistent with the types permitted for the type of
construction of the building, except that wood handrails shall
be permitted for all types of construction.

1011.7.1 Stairway walking surface. The walking surface
of treads and landings of a stairway shall not be sloped
steeper than one unit vertical in 48 units horizontal (2-per-
cent slope) in any direction. Stairway treads and landings

shall have a solid surface. Finish floor surfaces shall be
securely attached.

Exceptions:

1. Openings in stair walking surfaces shall be a size
that does not permit the passage of 1/2-inch-diam-
eter (12.7 mm) sphere. Elongated openings shall
be placed so that the long dimension is perpen-
dicular to the direction of travel.

2. In Group F, H and S occupancies, other than
areas of parking structures accessible to the pub-
lic, openings in treads and landings shall not be
prohibited provided that a sphere with a diameter
of 11/8 inches (29 mm) cannot pass through the
opening.

1011.7.2 Outdoor conditions. Outdoor stairways and out-
door approaches to stairways shall be designed so that
water will not accumulate on walking surfaces.

1011.7.3 Enclosures under interior stairways. The walls
and soffits within enclosed usable spaces under enclosed
and unenclosed stairways shall be protected by 1-hour
fire-resistance-rated construction or the fire-resistance rat-
ing of the stairway enclosure, whichever is greater. Access
to the enclosed space shall not be directly from within the
stairway enclosure.

Exception: Spaces under stairways serving and con-
tained within a single residential dwelling unit in Group
R-2 or R-3 shall be permitted to be protected on the
enclosed side with 1/2-inch (12.7 mm) gypsum board.

1011.7.4 Enclosures under exterior stairways. There
shall not be enclosed usable space under exterior exit
stairways unless the space is completely enclosed in 1-
hour fire-resistance-rated construction. The open space
under exterior stairways shall not be used for any pur-
pose.

1011.8 Vertical rise. A flight of stairs shall not have a verti-
cal rise greater than 12 feet (3658 mm) between floor levels
or landings.

Exception: Spiral stairways used as a means of egress
from technical production areas.

1011.9 Curved stairways. Curved stairways with winder
treads shall have treads and risers in accordance with Section
1011.5 and the smallest radius shall be not less than twice the
minimum width or required capacity of the stairway.

Exception: The radius restriction shall not apply to curved
stairways in Group R-3 and within individual dwelling
units in Group R-2.

1011.10 Spiral stairways. Spiral stairways are permitted to
be used as a component in the means of egress only within
dwelling units or from a space not more than 250 square feet
(23 m2) in area and serving not more than five occupants, or
from technical production areas in accordance with Section
410.5.

A spiral stairway shall have a 63/4-inch (171 mm) mini-
mum clear tread depth at a point 12 inches (305 mm) from the
narrow edge. The risers shall be sufficient to provide a head-
room of 78 inches (1981 mm) minimum, but riser height shall
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