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Effective Use of the International Residential Code

The International Residential Code® (IRC®) was created to serve as a com plete, comprehensive code
regulating the construction of single-family houses, two-family houses {duplexes) and buildings con-
sisting of three or more townhouse units. All buildings within the scope of the IRC are limited to
three stories above grade plane. For example, a four-story single-family house would fall within the
scope of the International Building Code® (IBC®), not the IRC. The benefits of devoting a separate
code to residential construction include the fact that the user need not navigate through a multi-
tude of code provisions that do not apply to residential construction in order to locate that which is
applicable. A separate code also allows for residential and nonresidential code provisions to be dis-
tinct and tailored to the structures that fall within the appropriate code's scopes.

The IRC contains coverage for all components of a house or townhouse, including structural com-
ponents, fireplaces and chimneys, thermal insulation, mechanical systems, fuel gas systems, plumb-
ing systems and electrical systems.

The IRC is a prescriptive-oriented (specification) code with some examples of performance code
language. It has been said that the IRC is the complete cookbook for residential construction. Sec-
tion R301.1, for example, is written in performance language, but states that the prescriptive
requirements of the code will achieve such performance.

It is important to understand that the IRC contains coverage for what is conventional and com-
mon in residential construction practice. While the IRC will provide all of the needed coverage for
most residential construction, it might not address construction practices and systems that are
atypical or rarely encountered in the industry. Sections such as R301.1.3, R301.2.2.1.1, R320.1,
M1301.1, G2401.1 and P2601.1 refer to other codes either as an alternative to the provisions of the
IRC or where the IRC lacks coverage for a particular type of structure, design, system, appliance or
method of construction. In other words, the IRC is meant to be all inclusive for typical residential
construction and it relies on other codes only where alternatives are desired or where the code
lacks coverage for the uncommon aspect of residential construction. Of course, the IRC constantly
evolves to address new technologies and construction practices that were once uncommon, but
now common.

The IRCis unique in that much of it, including Chapters 3 through 9 and Chapters 34 through 43,
is presented in an ordered format that is consistent with the normal progression of construction,
starting with the design phase and continuing through the final trim-out phase. This is consistent
with the “cookbook” philosephy of the IRC.

The IRC is divided into eight main parts, specifically, Part I—Administration, Part lI—Definitions,
Part lll—Building Planning and Construction, Part IV—Energy Conservation, Part V—Mechanical,
Part VI—Fuel Gas, Part VIl—Plumbing and Part VIll—Electrical.

The following provides a brief description of the content of each chapter and appendix of the
IRC:

Chapter 1 Scope and Administration. This chapter contains provisions for the application,
enforcement and administration of subsequent requirements of the code. In addition to establish-
ing the scope of the code, Chapter 1 identifies which buildings and structures come under its pur-
view. Chapter 1 is largely concerned with maintaining “due process of law” in enforcing the building
criteria contained in the body of the code. Only through careful observation of the administrative
provisions can the building official reasonably expect to demonstrate that “equal protection under

the law” has been provided.

Chapter 2 Definitions. Terms defined in the code are listed alphabetically in Chapter 2. It is
important to note that two chapters have their own definitions sections: Chapter 24 for the defined
terms that are unique to fuel gas and Chapter 35 containing terms that are applicable to electrical
Chapters 34 through 43. In the case where Chapter 2 and another chapter both define the same
term differently, the definition found in Chapter 24 and/or 35 is intended to prevail where the term
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is used in Chapter 24 and/or 35 and the definition contained in Chapter 2 is intended to prevail
where the term is used in all other locations in the code. Except where Chapter 24 or 35 has a defi-
nition that will prevail therein, the definitions in Chapter 2 are applicable throughout the code.

Where understanding a term’s definition is key to or necessary for understanding a particular
code provision, the term is shown in italics where it appears in the code. This is true only for those
terms that have a meaning that is unique to the code. In other words, the generally understood
meaning of a term or phrase might not be sufficient or consistent with the meaning prescribed by
the code; therefore, it is essential that the code-defined meaning be known.

Guidance regarding not only tense, gender and plurality of defined terms, but also terms not
defined in this code, is provided.

Chapter 3 Building Planning. Chapter 3 provides guidelines for a minimum level of structural
integrity, life safety, fire safety and livability for inhabitants of dwelling units regulated by this code.
Chapter 3 is a compilation of the code requirements specific to the building planning sector of the
design and construction process. This chapter sets forth code requirements dealing with light, venti-
fation, sanitation, minimum room size, ceiling height and environmental comfort. Chapter 3 estab-
lishes life-safety provisions including limitations on glazing used in hazardous areas, specifications
on stairways, use of guards at elevated surfaces, window and fall protection, and rules for means of
egress. Snow, wind and seismic design live and dead loads and flood-resistant construction, as well
as solar energy systems, and swimming pools, spas and hot tubs, are addressed in this chapter.

Chapter 4 Foundations. Chapter 4 provides the requirements for the design and construction of
foundation systems for buildings regulated by this code. Provisions for seismic load, flood load and
frost protection are contained in this chapter. A foundation system consists of two interdependent
components: the foundation structure itself and the supporting soil.

The prescriptive provisions of this chapter provide requirements for constructing footings and
wails for foundations of wood, masonry, concrete and precast concrete. In addition to a founda-
tion's ability to support the required design loads, this chapter addresses several other factors that
can affect foundation performance. These include controlling surface water and subsurface drain-
age, requiring soil tests where conditions warrant and evaluating proximity to slopes and minimum
depth requirements. The chapter also provides requirements to minimize adverse effects of mois-
ture, decay and pests in basements and crawi spaces.

Chapter 5 Floors. Chapter 5 provides the requirements for the design and construction of floor
systems that will be capable of supporting minimum required design loads. This chapter covers four
different types: wood floor framing, wood floors on the ground, cold-formed steel floor framing and
concrete slabs on the ground. Allowable span tables are provided that greatly simplify the determi-
nation of joist, girder and sheathing sizes for raised floor systems of wood framing and cold-formed
steel framing. This chapter also contains prescriptive requirements for wood-framed exterior decks
and their attachment to the main building.

Chapter 6 Wall Construction. Chapter 6 contains provisions that regulate the design and con-
struction of walls. The wall construction covered in Chapter 6 consists of five different types: wood
framed, cold-formed steel framed, masonry, concrete and structural insulated panel (SIP). The pri-
mary concern of this chapter is the structural integrity of wall construction and transfer of all
imposed loads to the supporting structure. This chapter provides the requirements for the design
and construction of wall systems that are capable of supporting the minimum design vertical loads
(dead, live and snow loads) and lateral loads (wind or seismic loads). This chapter contains the pre-
scriptive requirements for wall bracing and/or shear walls to resist the imposed lateral loads due to
wind and seismic.

Chapter 6 also regulates exterior windows and doors installed in walls. The chapter contains cri-
teria for the performance of exterior windows and doors and includes provisions for testing and
labeling, garage doors, wind-borne debris protection and anchorage details.
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