
22  PART 1 ■ Administration

CHANGE TYPE: Clarification

CHANGE SUMMARY: Definitions for primary structural frame and 
secondary structural members have been revised to better address new 
technologies, as well as remove archaic concepts and redundant language.

2021 CODE TEXT: 202 PRIMARY STRUCTURAL FRAME. The primary 
structural frame shall include all of the following structural members:

1. The columns.

2. Structural members having direct connections to the columns,
including girders, beams, trusses and spandrels.

3. Members of the floor construction and roof construction having
direct connections to the columns.

4. Bracing Members that are essential to the vertical stability of the
primary structural frame under gravity loading shall be consid-
ered part of the primary structural frame whether or not the
bracing member carries gravity loads.

202 SECONDARY STRUCTURAL MEMBERS. The following structural 
mem-bers shall be considered secondary members and not part of the 
primary structural frame:

1. Structural members not having direct connections to the columns.

2. Members of the floor construction and roof construction not
having direct connections to the columns.

3. Bracing members other than those that are not designated as part
of the a primary structural frame or bearing wall.

202
Definition of 
Structural Members 

Columns and girder trusses form the primary structural frame in a roof; trusses are 
considered secondary structural members.
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CHANGE SIGNIFICANCE: In the regulation of structural members for 
the purposes of required fire resistance, as well as for other reasons, such 
members are considered as either primary or secondary in nature. Provi-
sions regulating primary structural frame members often rise to a higher 
level than those regulating secondary members due to the increased 
loading conditions and lack of redundancy involved. Definitions regard-
ing both of these types of structural elements have been revised so as to  
update the terms to adequately address new technologies; remove parts 
of the definitions that could be considered archaic; and remove what was 
considered as redundant language. As such, the revised definitions better 
identify a component’s status as primary or secondary.

The type and level of protection required for various structural ele-
ments varies in Table 601 and Section 704 depending on the member and 
the portion of the structural system where it is placed. Changes were also 
made to both Table 601 and Section 704.4 to incorporate the revised sec-
ondary structural member definition.  On the whole this group of revisions 
may not seem significant, but these definitions are used frequently and 
have a great impact on determining the proper fire resistance of structural 
elements and how they are to be protected.

Any member or component that is essential to the vertical stability of 
the building under gravity loads is now to be classified and protected as 
part of the primary structural frame, clarifying a long-standing question of 
whether the definition was intended to apply to bearing walls, which are 
assemblies rather than single components.

For the primary structural frame, the following components qualify:

 1. Columns.

 2. Beams and girder trusses – directly supported by columns.

 3. Roof and floor panels and slabs – monolithic concrete and timber 
construction.

 4. Braced frames and moment frames – transfer gravity loads to the 
foundation.

 5. Bearing walls – support gravity loads and transfer them to the 
foundation.

For secondary structural members, components that are built into an 
assembly that supports a portion of a floor, roof or only their own self-
weight qualify:

 1. Roof trusses connected to a girder truss.

 2. Roof purlins and subpurlins connected to beams.

 3. Floor joists and trusses.

 4. Nonbearing walls.

 5. Bracing in the roof, floor or walls that is specifically designed to 
resist wind or seismic loads and is redundant for gravity systems.

The revisions in the definitions help to address some of the newer 
structural systems, such as mass timber constructed only of cross-lami-
nated floor and wall panels with no columns, as well as concrete slab 
floor systems without beams where the slabs connect directly to the 
columns.
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This excerpt 
is taken from 
Significant 
Changes to the 
International 
Building 
Code®, 
2021 Edition.

The Significant Changes series takes 
you directly to the most important 
changes that impact projects. 

Key changes are identified then 
followed by in-depth discussion of 
how the change affects real-world 
application. Photos, tables and 
illustrations are included to further 
clarify application. 

Available for the IBC, IRC, IFC, IECC 
and IPC/IMC/IFGC, the Significant 
Changes publications are very 
useful training and review tools for 
transitioning to a new code edition.

https://shop.iccsafe.org/significant-changes-to-the-international-building-coder-2021-edition.html



