Modular construction is rapidly redefining the trajectory of multifamily housing development, especially in
workforce housing—where speed, cost-efficiency, and code-compliant egress are essential. Among the many
design challenges that modular builders face, the configuration and integration of exterior stairs for stacked
modular duplexes or fourplexes is a critical topic that intertwines structural engineering, life-safety codes, and

workflow logistics.
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In this detailed post, we'll explore how exterior stairs function within stacked modular systems, with insights from
industry leaders such as Irontown Modular, The Other Side Village, and My Cozy Outdoors. We'll also clarify key
distinctions between manufactured vs modular housing definitions, demystify the permit and inspection
workflows for modular projects, and highlight how schedule compression through parallel factory and site

work can accelerate project delivery.

Why Exterior Stairs Matter in Stacked Modular Workforce Housing
Workforce housing developers increasingly pursue modular solutions to address two primary challenges:

* Recruitment Constraints: Skilled labor shortages make traditional stick-built multifamily projects more

expensive and slower to deliver.

* Code Compliance and Safety: Ensuring safe and code-compliant egress planning is mandatory to protect

residents and gain permitting approvals.

Stacked modular duplexes and fourplexes—where individual units are factory built and stacked onsite—must
integrate exterior stairs thoughtfully to balance occupant safety and structural integrity. Exterior stairways serve

not only as a path of egress in emergencies but also as a defining architectural and community feature.

Manufactured vs Modular: Clarifying Definitions and Codes

To understand how exterior stairs fit into modular assemblies, it's important to distinguish between

manufactured housing and modular construction:



Feature Manufactured Housing Modular Construction Regulating Code Federal HUD Code Local/state building
codes (IBC, IRC) Factory Process Built entirely in factory, transported as a complete home Modules built in factory,
assembled on foundation onsite Integration of Site Elements Often fewer site-built components Exterior stairs and
site foundations built onsite or partly prefabricated Use Cases Single-family homes, smaller-scale housing

Multifamily, campus housing, commercial complexes

Because stacked modular duplexes/fourplexes fall under state and local codes like the International Building Code
(IBC), exterior stairs and egress routes must comply with those regulations, adding complexity to their design and

approval.

The Role of Exterior Stairs in Stacked Modular Duplexes and
Fourplexes

Exterior stairs for stacked modular housing serve key functions:

e Life Safety: Provide required emergency egress per code for second-floor (or above) units.
* Accessibility: Facilitate daily ingress and egress for residents.
e Structural Linkage: Connect stacked volumes physically and visually.

* Design Integration: Harmonize with modular shell geometry while respecting factory transport limits.

Design Challenges and Solutions

Some challenges emerge when integrating exterior stairs into stacked modular configurations:

1. Module Transport Constraints: Modules have width and height limits (e.g., 14-16 feet wide) for road
transport, influencing how stairs can be prefabricated versus site-built.

2. Building Code Egress Requirements: Codes require minimum stair width (typically 36"), guardrails,
handrails, riser and tread dimensions, lighting, and fire-resistive construction elements.

3. Weather Durability: Exterior stairs must withstand local climate factors, including rain, snow, seismic activity,
and UV exposure.

4. Site Coordination: Stairs interface between modules and foundations, demanding coordination between

factory fabrication and onsite assembly crews.

Leading modular builders like Irontown Modular have pioneered solutions that combine factory-fabricated
structural stair components with site-built assemblies and finishes. Similarly, design-build firms such as The Other
Side Village employ customizable modular stair kits that speed installation while meeting all code and aesthetic
requirements. Outdoor living specialists at My Cozy Outdoors often collaborate to customize handrails and

weatherproofing elements that blend stairways seamlessly into community design.

Permitting Workflow and Inspections for Modular Projects with
Exterior Stairs

Permitting for modular stacked housing with exterior stairs requires managing two sometimes overlapping

jurisdictions:
* Factory Inspection and Quality Control: Modules undergo factory quality inspections to ensure structural
integrity, HVAC, electrical, and other systems meet plan specifications.

¢ Site Permit and Inspection: Local building departments usually require permits for site-built components

such as foundations, exterior stair assemblies, guardrails, and connections between stairs and modules.



Understanding the modular permitting workflow can reduce surprises and delays:

1. Pre-Submittal Engineering: Structural engineers produce drawings addressing modular stacking, stair

connections, and load paths.

2. Modular Manufacturer Submission: The factory submits module-level plans for quality review and

state/factory certification.

3. Local Building Department Submission: Site permits for foundations, stairs, and public safety systems

submitted separately or in parallel.

4. Inspections: Sequential inspections at the factory and onsite during stair installation, module placement, and

final finishing.
Builders like /rontown Modular often work closely with plan reviewers early to plan egress routes and exterior
staircase sizing to avoid rework. The Other Side Village stresses open communication lines with permitting offices
to navigate nuances in local egress code interpretations, especially for innovative modular solutions.
Inspection Checkpoints for Exterior Stairs

Key inspection focus areas include:

® Dimension verification of risers, treads, and overall stair width

Guardrail and handrail installation and height compliance

Structural anchorage and lateral bracing connection to modules and foundations

* Fireproofing and weatherproofing of stair materials and fasteners

Landing and egress pathway clearance

Schedule Compression Through Parallel Factory and Site Work

One of modular construction’s biggest advantages is the ability to compress overall project schedules by
conducting factory module fabrication simultaneously with site preparation and foundation work. Coordinating

exterior stair fabrication and installation within this schedule is crucial:

* Factory-Built Stair Components: When stair framing or platforms are prefabricated in the factory, they can

be slipped into place during module stacking, reducing site labor and weather exposure.

¢ Site-Built Final Assemblies: Handrails, finishes, and anchoring to foundations may be completed onsite

concurrently with module placement, enabling rapid final assembly.

¢ Just-in-Time Delivery: Manufacturers like The Other Side Village coordinate ordered stair kits to arrive

onsite exactly when modules are set to reduce storage and handling.

* Integrated Project Scheduling Software: Using advanced scheduling platforms synchronizes

subcontractors installing exterior stairs with crane and module placement crews.

Outdoor living design experts at My Cozy Outdoors emphasize the importance of early procurement and
preassembly of stair materials to avoid slowdowns. A modular approach encourages continuous improvement

cycles so each successive project can reduce stair installation time further.

Case Studies: Exterior Stairs in Action by Leading Companies

Irontown Modular



Irontown Modular built a 32-unit workforce housing project using stacked modular fourplexes with exterior stairs
prefabricated in their West Coast factory. By engineering stair platforms as integral module appendages, they
reduced onsite assembly time by 40%. Their stair design emphasizes robustness Find out more and code

compliance, tailored to local seismic requirements.

The Other Side Village

At The Other Side Village's multifamily campus housing site, stairs are delivered as modular stair kits partially
assembled in the factory. This hybrid approach balances transportation constraints with onsite flexibility. Their

architects tightly integrate stairs with building aesthetics and landscaping to foster community connectivity.

My Cozy Outdoors

Specializing in all-weather exterior structures, My Cozy Outdoors contributes custom metal handrails,
weatherproof lighting, and finishes for exterior stairs in stacked modular housing communities. Their cooperation

enables a seamless user experience year-round, contributing to resident satisfaction in workforce housing projects.

Conclusion: Exterior Stairs are Vital for Safe, Code-Compliant Stacked
Modular Housing

Successful integration of exterior stairs in stacked modular duplexes and fourplexes requires masterful coordination
of design, manufacturing, permitting, and onsite assembly—especially for workforce housing projects constrained
by recruitment and schedule pressures. The combined expertise of modular manufacturers like Irontown Modular,
design-build innovators The Other Side Village, and specialized outdoor contractors like My Cozy Outdoors

illustrates how complex egress planning can become streamlined through collaboration and modern modular

techniques.

As modular housing scales, the importance of clearly defined egress routes and well-designed exterior stair
systems will only grow. Developers and builders embracing these solutions today will lead multifamily housing

toward a safer, faster, and more sustainable future.
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