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ADA Handrail Requirements 
& Accessibility Standards

What does "ADA" mean?
ADA stands for the Americans with Disabilities 
Act. It is a set of standards that ensure people 
with disabilities can navigate ramps, stairs, and 
accessible routes safely.

Required for all public buildings in the U.S., this 
act was designed to grant easier access to those 
with mobility, vision, or difficulties with balance. 
What this means is the including a variety of ac-
cessibility features like ramps, automatic doors, 
and most commonly handrails. Accessibility fea-
tures are often noted by the symbol as seen left.

International Accessibility Symbol

Ramps
Ramps assist those with 

mobility challenges and assis-
tive devices such as crutch-
es, walkers, and wheelchairs 
reach elevated doors. Ramps 
are made of wood, metal, or 
concrete, generally durable 

materials that can hold a lot of 
weight.

Automated Doors
Automated Doors assist those 

who would have difficulty 
opening a standard door with a 
handle or push bar by opening 

for them. This is done either 
with a touchless sensor or a 

push plate, often noted by the 
accessibility symbol so that it's 

easy to spot.

Handrails
Handrails provide assistance 

with both balance and 
mobility up ramps, stairs, and 

long walkways. These 
continuous rails are 

usually screwed into the wall 
or railing system, and are often 
mounted lower than the top rail 
according to ADA guidelines.
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Height & 
Location

Handrails must be at 
least 34" or up to 38" 

above a ramp surface, 
stair nosing, or walking 
surface. This ensures a 

safe height for all.

ADA Handrailing: Compliance & Guidelines
While not necessarily required on all buildings, there are a number of instances where ADA compliant 

handrailing is required. This includes any ramps that rise more than 6", stair cases, all commercial 
buildings including schools and municipal buildings, as well as apartment or assisted living facilities.

Graspability 
& Shape

Circular Railing: 1 1/4"-
2" Outside Diameter

Non-Circular Railing: 
4" - 6 1/4" Perimeter
2 1/4" Cross-Section

Clearance 
to Wall

No matter what shape, 
there must be at least a 

1 1/2" clearance 
between a wall or fence 

and handrail for full 
hand wrapping.

Handrail Continuity & Extensions
Handrails must be continuous, without breaks, and extend beyond 
top and bottom landings in many cases regardless of shape or size. 
They must also include must include smooth ends avoiding sharp 
edges or abrupt stops. This is so that they provide uninterrupted 
support and improves safety when transitioning on/off ramps or 
stairs.

What makes ADA Code different?
Unlike other building codes (IBC/IRC) that are more broad con-
struction, safety, and structural guidelines, ADA code was written 
with accessibility & fairness in mind. To bring equal rights to the 
differently abled who may have a hard time with mobility. The goal 
is to make all public spaces be available to the entire general public 
no matter the monetary cost.
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Handrail Bracket Kits
Handrail bracket kits secure the handrail to walls, posts, 
or other structural surfaces and help maintain the required 
ADA mounting height. They also provide stability along 
long horizontal spans and at changes in direction. 

These kits are color matched to the rail system, available 
in almond, black, khaki, or white. Hardware may vary 
slightly depending on the mounting surface, generally they 
will include brackets, mounting screws, and screw caps to 
ensure a clean look and enhances safety.

Wall Return Kits
Wall return kits create a smooth, code compliant 
termination when a handrail ends at a wall. Some models 
also make sure that people don't get caught or scratched 
by screws or other hardware with their included covers.

Each kit includes an aluminum mounting bracket, a color 
matched cover in almond, black, khaki, or white, and stain-
less steel screws to secure the connection. Some models 
also include a threaded joiner that attaches directly into 
the handrail for a clean, continuous finish.

ADA Rails
Rails are the main components of the ADA continuous 
handrail system, providing an adequately graspable sur-
face that everybody can rely on. 

They are available in multiple colors, shapes, styles, and 
lengths to match vinyl or aluminum railing systems and 
site requirements. Many installations include an internal 
aluminum stiffener (such as the one seen here) to meet 
IRC/IBC structural load and support guidelines.

ADA Continuous Handrail System Part Requirements
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Joiners
Joiners connect two sections of handrail 
together and ensure a continuous, uninterrupted 
rail. Straight joiners are used for level runs, while 
adjustable joiners handle angle changes found 
on ramps or sloped transitions. Both styles use 
threaded ends that secure inside the rail for a 
tight, seamless fit.

Corners
These fixed corners create right-angle 
transitions where the handrail wraps around a 
landing or turns along a new wall or stair align-
ment. They are not adjustable, making them ide-
al for precise 90° installations. Corners integrate 
with the CHR rail to maintain a continuous, safe 
grip for users.

End Loops
End loops provide a rounded, safe, and code 
compliant stop for the handrail. They help meet 
IRC/IBC requirements for returned handrail ends 
that protect users from snags or abrupt edges. 
Installation typically requires an end cap.

Post Returns
Post returns are used when the handrail ends 
into a structural post instead of looping or ending 
at a wall. They create a clean finish without the 
need for end caps and maintain the continuous 
look of the rail system. These are commonly 
used on decks or freestanding railing layouts 
where walls are not present.
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