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STAIRCASES - PRIVATE AND 

COMMON



Learning Outcomes
Aim

To introduce the topic area of private and common 
staircases for low rise domestic buildings. 
Become familiar with the basic design requirements 
and potential of stairs 

Learning objectives
Identify the basic design requirements of a stair: the 
difference between private and public stairs and 
apply the knowledge to the development of studio 
and / or course work 



STAIRCASES OVERVIEW

Stairs have always served practical needs.
The staircase has existed for one very specific 
purpose: to surmount gaps between different 
levels.
Stairs have also contributed to creating 
dramatic spaces of great interest. 





STAIRCASES OVERVIEW

Staircases became associated with religious 
practices an expression of the ascension of 
the spirit.
Building on the role of stairs to sacred places, 
stairs can have a ceremonial role.
This symbolism can be seen in the pyramids 
of the Mayas.
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STAIRCASES OVERVIEW

Secular architecture developed features 
intended to convey political and economic 
power and the staircase became a 
compositional element that acquired an 
increasing importance in the overall visual 
impact of many buildings.





STAIRCASES OVERVIEW

Staircases often embody a set of values or an 
aspiration towards technical perfection.



Timber stair



DESIGN CONSIDERATIONS
Design Considerations 
Stairs make it possible to pass from one level to 
another safely. Stairs, ladders and ramps shall offer 
safety to users moving between levels of the 
building. 
There are several types of stairs and the simplest is 
a straight flight consisting of a straight run of parallel 
steps. 
Stairs can also include a landing, winders and 
turning and can be circular (spiral). 





STAIRCASES
TERMINOLOGY COMMON TERMS
FLIGHT - The part of a stair or ramp between 
landings that has a continuous series of steps 
or a continuous slope.
GOING - The horizontal dimension from front 
to back of a tread less any overlap with the 
next tread above.
RISE - The height between consecutive 
treads.  
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SAFETY

In order for a stairs to be safe the following 
issues have to be considered and are set out 
in the Building Regulations Approved 
Document K. 



SAFETY
Steepness - The steepness of overall stairs is 
measured as the angle of the stair pitch. Individual 
steps dimensions are also limited and all risers and 
goings of a staircase should have the same 
dimensions. 
Headroom - Enough space has to be allowed above 
a user's head to avoid clashes 
Balustrade - A balustrade is required at a height of 
900 (see notes) above the pitch of the stairs, with a 
handrail at least on one side of the stairs 



SAFETY

Children's safety (domestic stairs only) - avoid 
gaps larger than 100mm and horizontal 
balustrade elements that can be used to climb 
over stair edge 
Structural stability - The stairs including 
balustrades have to be built to take the 
necessary loadings 



DISABLED ACCESS
Disability - Ambulant disabled, the elderly etc 
can be expected to use public stairs and their 
needs should be taken into account. 
Shallower stairs are needed in these cases. 
All public buildings have to have a ramped 
access for wheelchair access. Ramps are to 
be a maximum slope of 1:12 for ramps of 5 or 
less metres and 1 :15 for longer ramps. 
See also Building Regulations Part M 
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Design 
Aid













WIDTH OF FLIGHT

You should bear in mind the requirements for 
stairs which:
a) Form part of a means of escape-see part B 
of the Building Regulations
b) Provide access for disabled people-see part 
M of the Building Regulations. 













Standard Domestic Stair

Construction - Stairs can be supported in a 
number of ways. The most common way to 
support a stair is on a beam, either central 
beam or two side beams or strings. Stairs can 
also be hung or cantilevered. 



Stair Construction
Beam support 
Typical timber stairs are often supported on beams 
situated under the steps or integrated within the 
string. The drawing below shows treads being 
supported on both sides by timber strings 225x45mm 
thick. The treads are further supported by a 25mm 
thick timber section (referred to as the part riser) 
which is slotted in the underside of the tread. 
Beam supports can be made of any material that can 
act as a beam, including steel, concrete and timber. 







Stair with 
glass treads



Stair with mesh 
panels



Concrete 
stair



Glass and 
steel stair



Spiral stair



Cantilevered 
timber stair



Reading List & further info
Blanc (2001) Stairs, Architectural Press, London
D Osbourn. Introduction to building, in Mitchell’s Building
Series. Longman, Harlow 1993.
Jack Stroud Foster. Structure & fabric Part 1, in Mitchell’s 
Building series, 6th edition. Longman, Harlow 2000
W.B. McKay. Building Construction Volumes 1-4. Longman. 
The Building Regulations Part K and M –BS 5395 -1 :2000
Code of practice for the design, construction and 
maintenance of straight stairs and winders
BS 8300:2001 Code of practice/ Design of buildings and their 
approaches to meet the needs of disabled people.
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