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Access Controlled Egress Doors 
 

NFPA 101, the Life Safety Code, states, “…doors in the means of egress shall be permitted to be equipped with an approved 
entrance and egress access control system…” This Code outlines five conditions under which such systems can be installed. 
 

1. When a sensor is provided on the egress side and arranged to detect an occupant approaching the doors, and the 
doors are arranged to unlock upon detection of an approaching occupant or loss of power to the sensor.  This 
provision is written as “performance-based”, where any means of sensor design can be utilized to allow the doors to 
unlock in an emergency situation.  It is important to note that, during loss of power, the doors would be required to be 
“fail-safe” (prioritizing safety over security). 

 

2. When a loss of power, to that part of the access control system that locks the doors automatically, unlocks the 
doors.  Access controlled egress doors are held secure with fail-safe devices (such as magnetic locks and electric door-
strikes) so that these doors will automatically unlock when power to the locking device is interrupted.  In some 
instances, the access controller may be powered from a different power source than the locking device itself.  In these 
cases, a loss of power to the access controller (while power remains applied to the locking device) must also cause the 
egress door to automatically unlock. 

 

3. When the doors are arranged to unlock from a manual release device located 40 inches to 48 inches vertically 
above the floor and within 5 feet of the secured doors.  The Code goes on to describe the fact that the manual release 
shall be readily accessible and clearly identified by a sign that reads, “PUSH TO EXIT”.  It is also required that, when 
operated, the manual release device shall result in direct interruption of power to the lock – independent of the access 
control system electronics – and the doors shall remain unlocked for at least 30 seconds. 

 

4. When activation of the building fire-protective signaling system, if provided, automatically unlocks the doors.  
The Code also states that the doors must remain unlocked until the fire-protective signaling system has been manually 
reset. 

 

5. When activation of the building automatic sprinkler system or fire detection system, if provided, automatically 
unlocks the doors.  As with the fire-protective signaling system, the Code also states that the doors must remain 
unlocked until the fire-protective signaling system has been manually reset. 

  

To summarize, it is important to keep in mind that NFPA 101 states than an egress door equipped with an access control system 
must always allow egress whether power is present or not.  The egress door must be “fail-safe” and must assume this “fail-safe” 
condition when power is removed from any part of the access control system.  In other words, if the access control system loses 
power, the egress door must be capable of being opened.  People must be kept from being involuntarily locked inside buildings.  
In addition, please remember that any activation of a fire alarm or sprinkler system must cause egress doors to unlock. 
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