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HANDRAILS AND GUARDRAILS 

 
 

HANDRAIL:  A horizontal or sloping rail intended for grasping by the hand for guidance or support. 
 

1. Handrails shall be a minimum of 30” and a maximum of 38” measured vertically from the nosing 
of the stair treads or ramp surface.  Average is 34” 

2. A handrail shall be provided on at least one side of stairs 30” above grade and/or four or more 
risers. A handrail is only required on one side of ramp or staircase in residential applications. 

3. All Egress handrails shall be continuous for the full length of the flight to point directly above the 
lowest riser of the flight.  

4. Handrails adjacent to a wall shall have a space of not less than 1 ½”. 
5. Handrail with a circular grip shall not be less than 1 ¼” or more than 2” in cross sectional 

dimension. Other types of handrail types are described in code section R311.7.8.5.  
 
 
 
GUARDRAIL:  A system of building components located near open sides of elevated walking surfaces 
that minimizes the possibility of a fall from the walking surface to the level below. 
 

1. Any walking surface including ramps, stairs and landings, that are located more than 30” 
measured vertically from the edge of the surface to the grade below. 

2. Guardrails shall be a minimum of 36” in height. 
3. Required guards at open-sided walking surfaces shall be a 36” in height measured vertically from 

walking surface at any point. The guard for the open side of stairs may have a minimum height of 
34” measured vertically from the nosing of the riser. 

4. Required guardrails shall NOT have openings from walking surface that allow the passage of a 4” 
sphere. 

5. The triangular openings formed by the riser, tread and bottom rail of the guardrail system at 
required stair guardrails NOT allow passage of a 6” sphere. 

6. Required guardrails on open sides of stairways shall NOT have openings that allow the passage 
of a 5” sphere. This requirement is applicable above the second riser of the stair. 

 
 
Note: Handrails and guardrails shall be able to support a single concentrated live load applied in any 
direction, at any point, along the top of 200 lb/l.f. 
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