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and purpose of the code provisions to provide a reasonable interpretation. 
The interpretation cannot have the effect of waiving the code require-
ments. [Ref. 103.3]

As technology improves and new products are developed, the building 
code falls behind because it is only updated every three years. Therefore, 
the code gives the jurisdiction the authority to approve alternate materi-
als, designs, and methods of construction. Although many parts of the 
code are prescriptive in nature, it allows a performance-based process in 
complying with its requirements. A prescriptive code is a requirement that 
must be specifically met. A performance code requirement describes the 
intent of a section and allows the architect to come up with a design to 
comply with the code.

Alternate materials and methods of construction
The building official reviews alternate designs and products to deter-
mine if they comply with the purpose and intent of the code. The official 
must determine if the alternate is at least the equivalent to the code in 
quality, strength, effectiveness, fire resistance, durability, and safety. 
This is accomplished by reviewing testing information and research 
reports provided by the manufacturer of the product. To assist the build-
ing official in this process, the ICC Evaluation Service (ICC-ES) was cre-
ated. This organization develops acceptance criteria for different types 
of construction products. It then evaluates the products to the standard 
acceptance criteria to determine if the product complies with the intent 
of the particular code.

An evaluation report includes specific information about the product 
being reviewed (Figure 2-4). It provides manufacturer information, instal-
lation requirements and details, and specific conditions for the approval. 
The report is issued for a specific time period and renewed as required. It 
is also approved based on specific editions of the code. Because the code is 
revised every three years, it is important for the current report to be used 
in evaluating the product for use in a project. [Ref. 104.11]

PERMITS
Building permits are issued after the building department reviews the 
building plans for compliance with the applicable codes. When a prop-
erty owner wants to build a new building, remodel a building, or build 
an addition onto an existing building, he or she must obtain a building 
permit from the local jurisdiction. A set of plans drawn by an architect 
or engineer is submitted to the building department showing the type of 
work that will be done on the project.

The building department then reviews the drawings to determine 
whether or not the plans comply with the adopted codes in the jurisdic-
tion. If the drawings comply with the codes, a building permit is issued 
to the contractor. The contractor is then authorized to start the work 
outlined in the plans. The contractor is required to keep the permit on 
the job site for the inspectors as the job progresses.

You Should 
Know
Prescriptive versus 
Performance
Prescriptive code example
“Handrail height, measured 

above stair tread nosings, 
or fi nish surface of ramp 
slope shall be uniform, 
not less than 34 inches 
(864 mm) and not more 
than 38 inches (965 mm).”

Performance code example
“Fire walls shall have suffi-

cient structural stability 
under fire conditions to 
allow collapse of con-
struction on either side 
without collapse of the 
wall for the duration of 
time indicated by the 
 required fire-resistance 
 rating.” ●
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FIGURE 2-4 ICC evaluation report
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