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Abstract 

Accessory dwelling units (ADUs), known more commonly as granny flats, garage 

apartments, or secondary dwelling units, fell out of favor after World War II, replaced 

instead by an auto-centric suburban pattern of development, characterized by sprawling 

single-family homes on curvilinear streets.  However, demographic shifts in recent decades 

have caused many jurisdictions to reevaluate their ordinances, bringing the historically 

small housing type back to the American housing landscape.  Despite their growing 

resurgence, many obstacles still inhibit the development of ADUs, including restrictive 

ordinance language, lack of available financing, disproportionately high development fees, 

and problems determining their market value.  

This paper serves to address those obstacles, most notably through the design of a 

suitability analysis tool to identify areas most appropriate for incentivizing ADU 

construction, and through development of a model ADU program that jurisdictions can 

adopt to stimulate growth of ADU stock in their communities. 

Lastly, the report identifies more unique strategies that the private, nonprofit, and public 

sectors can use to further grow the ADU market across the U.S., including innovative 

production housing types that incorporate ADUs; dual-key apartments; publicly-funded 

ADU development to create affordable rental housing; and, a redesign of single-family 

subdivisions that include alley-oriented lots specifically for the development of separately-

deeded ADUs. 
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Introduction 

Accessory dwelling units (ADUs) are defined by the American Planning Association as 

“small, self-contained living units that typically have their own kitchen, bedroom(s), and 

bathroom space,” (n.d.).  Such units can be fully integrated into a single-family house, such 

as a basement or attic apartment, attached to the primary home as an addition, or a fully-

detached unit adjacent to the primary home (The Commonwealth of Massachusetts, n.d.).  

ADUs are known worldwide by a host of names, including granny flats, mother-in-law 

suites, guest cottages, garage apartments, kangaroo apartments, and secondary dwelling 

units (Litchfield, 2011). 

   
Photos above show a sampling of accessory dwelling units, including a unit above a detached garage (left), a larger, 
attached unit (center), and a detached two-story unit (right).  Photo credits: Christopher Lazaro 
 
The origin of ADUs in the United States can be traced back to the cities of Philadelphia and 

Washington, DC in the early 1800s, where alley-oriented stables were built with upstairs 

rooms to house the staff of wealthy residents (Antoninetti, 2008).  Then known as carriage 

houses, conditions of the alley housing deteriorated quickly, leading to what Antoninetti 

(2008) calls “an unsanitary and socially exclusionary reality for many people in urban 

areas of the times,” (p. 351).  Cities with carriage houses built later were less prone to the 
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unhealthy conditions found in pre-Civil War alleys, but still housed hired workers, such as 

nannies (Litchfield, 2011).  By the early 20th Century, however, ADUs shifted primarily into 

use as rental units or to house extended family members (Municipal Research & Services 

Center of Washington, 1995). 

The population shift to the South and West in the 1950s and 1960s brought with it changes 

in development that virtually eliminated ADUs.  The typical suburban archetype consisted 

of sprawling homes spread along curvilinear streets whose primary access was defined by 

the private automobile (Antoninetti, 2008).  Both basements and the gridiron street 

network with alleys were largely missing from these new neighborhoods, and a new 

subsidization of single-family homeownership brought about policies that favored lending 

to young families on a broad scale (Glaeser, 2011).  Antoninetti (2008) claimed that this 

spread families out in a way that facilitated the passing of eldercare from relatives to 

institutions. 

Since that time, the bias toward single-family homeownership seems to have transformed 

into a more widespread opposition against ADUs.  Residents in many neighborhoods claim 

the presence of such units create congestion, strain parking supply, and deteriorate 

property values by fostering a rental housing environment (Alpert, 2012; Lait, 1992; 

Prager, 1994; WestchesterParents, 2009).  Despite the opposition, more and more 

jurisdictions have begun embracing ADUs as a means of achieving desired densities, adding 

to the stock of affordable housing, and creating access for multigenerational families to live 

together. 
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This paper has four primary objectives.  First, a review of the literature will demonstrate 

how localities and regions have addressed the development of ADUs in recent decades, 

including the reasons for pursuing their development, their conditions for development, 

their intended users, and the implications of their development.  The review will also 

evaluate the success of existing ADU programs and ordinances in the United States as well 

as offer reasons for the success, or lack thereof.  The review will conclude by identifying 

gaps in the literature and revealing opportunities to advance the effective development of 

ADUs in the future. 

Following the review of literature, an attempt will be made to identify best practices for 

overcoming obstacles to ADU development, including where ADUs are most appropriate, 

what characteristics of ADUs should and should not be regulated, how development of 

ADUs is to be financed, and who is to benefit from their existence.  This section will also 

suggest methods for overcoming other obstacles to ADU development, including 

community resistance and impact fees. 

Next, a model ADU development program will be introduced in an effort to provide 

practitioners a toolkit intended to solve many of the issues that deter ADU development 

and prevent existing ADUs from becoming legalized.  This section will address issues with 

ordinances, financing and incentives, design and architectural issues, energy use, and 

community acceptance. 

Finally, the report will suggest other approaches to increasing the development of ADUs.  

Specifically, this section will outline innovative ways the private, nonprofit and public 

sectors may address the need for greater ADU implementation. 
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Literature Review 

Changing demographics point to an increased need for smaller residences.  For starters, 

average household size has been steadily decreasing—down from 3.35 persons per 

household in 1960 to 2.6 persons per household in 2010 (United States Census Bureau, 

2013; Fifield & Muller, 2007).  The number of single-person households has also risen 

dramatically; a three-year estimate between 2009 and 2011 showed that 27.4 percent of 

adults lived alone (United States Census Bureau, 2012).  According to Fifield and Muller 

(2007) the traditional nuclear family now makes up just 23.3 percent of American 

households.  These changes can be attributed to several cultural phenomena including 

delayed marriage, swelling divorce rates, longer life expectancy, lower birth rates, and a 

rising elderly population (Delaware State Housing Authority, 2010). 

The growing number of older adults is of particular interest because much of the literature 

points to ADUs as an appropriate housing type for this population.  While 13.3 percent of 

the U.S. population was aged 65 or older in 2011 (United States Census Bureau, 2013), that 

segment is expected to rise to 20 percent by 2040 (Department of Health and Human 

Services, 2010).  Some states, like Delaware, expect an even greater share of senior citizens 

will make up their population by 2030 (Delaware State Housing Authority, 2010). 

Because of the aging population in the U.S., architects and urban planners alike are 

evaluating aging-in-place strategies; that is, methods that allow older adults to remain in 

their homes as their physical and/or cognitive abilities decline (Lehning, 2011).  This 

includes not only architectural considerations like wide doorways and rooms sized for 

wheelchair use, but also community design elements such as mixed-use development and 
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access to transit (Antoninetti, 2008; Lehning, 2011).  These strategies have come out of a 

general consensus among adults who wish to remain in their homes as they get older (Cobb 

& Dvorak, 2000).  In fact, a 2003 AARP study found that three-quarters of adults aged 45 

and over believe they can remain in their homes indefinitely, pointing to the need for 

stronger aging-in-place strategies (Antoninetti, 2008). 

One of the dilemmas facing practitioners, however, is housing affordability for seniors.  

Antoninetti (2008) revealed that incomes of elderly adults often become more limited at 

the time their homes begin needing significant repairs or improvements, and when medical 

expenses are likely to rise.  Cobb and Dvorak (2000) suggest adding ADUs as a way to allow 

seniors to generate additional income through rental of the secondary unit or to move into 

the smaller unit and generate even greater income from the primary unit.  And, it seems 

aging adults see the potential of this arrangement: 36 percent of adults 50 years and older 

would consider adding an ADU to their property as they age (ibid). 

Of course, housing affordability is not only an issue for the elderly.  More than 37 percent of 

homeowners with a mortgage are defined as cost burdened—that is, they spend at least 30 

percent of their income on housing expenses (United States Census Bureau, 2012).  Even 

more renter households (52.7 percent) experience a housing cost burden (ibid).  Some 

researchers, and even the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, point to 

ADUs as a possible solution for reducing the housing cost burden among low- and 

moderate-income residents (Florida Department of Community Affairs, 2007; Sage 

Computing Inc., 2008). 



7 
 

With ADUs being increasingly identified as a way to meet the changing housing needs of 

America’s population, many cities still do not recognize them as a viable housing option.  

Larger cities, including Pittsburgh, Oklahoma City and Jacksonville prohibit habitable ADUs 

(City of Jacksonville, 2012; Oklahoma City, 2010; City of Pittsburgh, 2011).  A 2007 report 

to the Florida legislature revealed that only 43 of 290 communities researched in the state 

actively allow ADUs (Florida Department of Community Affairs, 2007).  Similarly, only a 

quarter of San Francisco-area municipalities have ADU ordinances (Lehning, 2011).  The 

Delaware State Housing Authority (Delaware State Housing Authority, 2010) found that 

almost none of its jurisdictions allow ADUs. 

In many of the places where ADU ordinances and programs do exist, they are designed with 

older adults as their target residents.  In fact, some municipalities only allow such units for 

aging parents needing increased care, or for the direct caregiver of an elderly or disabled 

adult.  The ECHO housing program, in particular, was designed in the 1980s to permit 

mobile units for this purpose that are removed once the parent or caregiver no longer 

resides in the ADU (Antoninetti, 2008).  Though ECHO cottages are flexible in that they can 

be purchased or leased, Lisa Trottier (2007) of the popular eldercare website Caring.com 

admits they look “like trailer homes,” a housing type frowned upon in many areas.  Thus, 

the temporary nature of ECHO units did not gain a broad appeal (Antoninetti, 2008). 

Some governing bodies restrict residency in ADUs as part of an affordable housing policy, 

requiring that renters meet strict income guidelines.  In fact, the Florida Department of 

Community Affairs (2007) recommended to its legislature that permitting of ADUs in all of 

its localities be contingent on rental of the units to low-income persons.  The town of 
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Bristol, Rhode Island (2012) also mandates ADUs be available as affordable housing when 

not occupied by a family member. 

Other municipalities are less restrictive of who lives in the ADU, instead relying on more 

performance-based measures to ensure minimal impact, including the number of residents 

in the ADU or the number of off-street parking spaces provided.  Architectural restrictions 

that are common among ADU ordinances, such as maximum square footage and maximum 

number of bedrooms, also inherently preclude more than one or two people from living in 

such structures (Cobb & Dvorak, 2000). 

In some cases, ADU ordinances and programs are focused on the neighborhood impact of 

their existence.  Common concerns with the density that ADUs bring include strains on 

parking supply, added noise, reduced backyard privacy, and reduction in property values 

(Alpert, 2012; Lait, 1992; Prager, 1994; WestchesterParents, 2009).  Thus, cities have 

adopted language in their ordinances that all but prohibits ADU development.  Bristol, 

Rhode Island, for instance, only allows ADUs to be added to homes built after 1996 and 

must include two off-street parking spaces for the second unit (Town of Bristol, Rhode 

Island, 2012).  San Diego, California arbitrarily requires a semi-mature tree be present in 

the front yard in order to allow construction of an ADU (Antoninetti, 2008).   

Others have devised convoluted strategies to limit the number of ADUs built in a 

neighborhood.  Boulder, Colorado, for example, mandates that no more than ten percent of 

single-family lots in a neighborhood have ADUs, placing other applicants on a waiting list 

(City of Boulder Planning and Development Services, 2010).  Montgomery County, 

Maryland has limited the number of ADUs to two on a single block (Cobb & Dvorak, 2000).  
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Arlington, Virginia only approves up to 28 new ADUs throughout the city each year (City of 

Arlington, 2013). 

Topics Often Covered in ADU Ordinances 
Height Affordability mandate Age of primary housing unit 
Number of floors Dedicated parking Legalization of existing ADUs 
Number of residents Density limits Orientation of structure/entrance 
Number of rooms Lot coverage Relationship of resident(s) to owner 
Occupancy of owner Minimum lot size Required permits/fees 
Square footage Process for approval Type of unit (attached or detached) 
Utilities Rentability   

 

Because of the attention diverted to the neighborhood impact of ADUs, less attention has 

been given to the utility of these units to homeowners.  While researchers often cite added 

rental income—and the resulting offset in mortgage expenses—as a benefit to adding an 

ADU to their property, few localities have considered how this revenue could benefit the 

community.  Instead, cities like Boulder, Colorado and Edmonds, Washington are quick to 

remove the rights of ADU owners if such properties are sold or if owners fail to reapply for 

permits in scheduled time intervals (City of Boulder Planning and Development Services, 

2010; City of Edmonds, 2011). 

The costs of developing ADUs also serve to prohibit many homeowners from adding such 

units to their property.  Mortgage financing is nearly nonexistent for ADU development, 

and city permitting fees for ADUs are often significantly higher, per square foot, than for 

larger single-family dwellings.  Fifield and Muller (2007) found that in 2007, the total fees 

for developing a 600 square foot ADU in Eugene, Oregon were around $7,100 (nearly $12 

per square foot), compared to $9,100 for a 2,400 square foot single-family home (less than 
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$4 per square foot).  This does not even account for the higher per-square-foot 

construction costs typically associated with smaller homes. 

Some areas have taken a much more favorable approach to ADUs, relaxing restrictions and 

reducing fees on their development.   Considered by many researchers as a model of ADU 

development, Portland, Oregon waived its systems development charges beginning in early 

2010 and extended the waiver for ADUs permitted before August 2016 (Spevak, 2012).  

The waiver, believed to save developers of ADUs as much as $12,000 in fees, has helped 

generate a nearly five-fold increase in applications (ibid).  Furthermore, In January 2013 

Advantis Credit Union in Portland announced the offering of a mortgage loan product 

tailored to the growing market for ADUs (Peterson, 2013).  Advantis’ Rehab Mortgage 

program can be used to purchase a home and add an ADU or refinance one’s current home 

to add an ADU, up to 90 percent of the post-improvement value of the property (ibid). 

The State of California mandates that ADUs be allowed in areas zoned for residential use, 

“without discretionary review or hearing,” (Los Angeles City Planning Department, n.d.).  

The California mandate has surfaced a number of positive case studies for ADU 

development.  Daly City, for instance, reduced its application fee to just $100, and even 

provides low-interest loans to low-income homeowners agreeing to add an ADU as 

affordable housing (Cobb & Dvorak, 2000).  The City of Santa Cruz partnered with Cass 

Calder Smith Architecture to develop a winning ADU prototype for a 2004 competition that 

would reduce barriers to their development and make ADUs more affordable (Cass Calder 

Smith Architecture, 2004).  Carlsbad actively includes ADUs as part of the city’s 

Inclusionary Housing Program, in which 15 percent of new residential units are set aside 
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for low-income households (Antoninetti, 2008).  And, Courtside Village, a model New 

Urbanist development in Santa Rosa, was built with 50 ADUs located above detached 

garages (ibid). 

Despite the increased acceptance of ADU development in some areas, the market 

penetration of these units is still quite small.  For example, by 2012 only 431 permits had 

been issued for ADUs in Portland, compared to the 148,000 properties where ADUs are 

allowed (Brown & Watkins, 2012).  The story is similar for other pro-ADU jurisdictions like 

Montgomery County, Maryland, where only about 400 such permits were issued during a 

12-year period, and Daly City, California, where just 288 legal units were added in about 16 

years (Cobb & Dvorak, 2000). 

Further, for the growing number of legal ADUs being built across the U.S., many others are 

being built without permits.  Either they were built prior to the adoption of an ADU 

ordinance or the perceived barriers to their legal development motivated their 

construction.  Litchfield (2011) calls these illegal units outlaws.  As many as nine out of ten 

ADUs in San Francisco are believed to be illegal units (Sage Computing Inc., 2008).  And, 

between 1990 and 2000, about 114,000 illegal ADUs were added in New York City, 

typically through dividing single-family homes or converting basements (New York 

Immigrant Housing Collaborative, 2010). 

Another struggle facing ADU development is in their valuation.  According to Brown and 

Watkins (2012), almost no peer-reviewed research exists on determining the impacts of 

ADUs on property values.  Because so few legal units exist in the U.S., it is impractical to use 

the sales comparison approach to calculating the value of homes with ADUs.  While Brown 
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and Watkins make no definitive recommendation on solving this issue, they suggest that an 

income value approach, more typical of duplexes, can be adapted to single-family 

properties with ADUs, provided the rents are treated proportionally to each unit’s square 

footage. 

In 2000, AARP devised a Model State Act and Local Ordinance, attempting to address the 

regulatory barriers to ADU development (Cobb & Dvorak, 2000).  While many cities have 

come on board, the literature has largely failed to address why more homeowners have not 

come on board as well.  The following section will aim to address how this can be remedied. 

Overcoming the Obstacles 

A review of the literature revealed a number of obstacles, hampering the development of 

accessory dwelling units across U.S. cities.  They range from issues of purpose (for whom 

are ADUs an appropriate housing option?) to issues of permitting (where are ADUs allowed 

and what must they include/not include?) to issues of financing (what impact fees must be 

paid and how does an ADU get financed?) to NIMBY-related issues.  This section will 

address each of those issues in detail and what best practices exist for overcoming those 

obstacles. 

Issues of Purpose 

According to the literature, there is a lack of consensus regarding the purpose of ADUs.  

With some communities focused on advocating ADUs as an aging-in-place strategy, and 

others focused on ADUs as a means of affordable housing, the reality is that ADUs can—and 

should—be built with a broader audience in mind. 
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To assist localities in identifying how to target ADU development more effectively, an 

iterative suitability mapping process was used to illustrate where ADUs would be most 

appropriate in a community.  While ADUs should be permitted in all single-family 

neighborhoods, jurisdictions should at least attempt to target ADU development in single-

family neighborhoods with a relatively high density, adequate transit access and 

bicycle/pedestrian infrastructure, close proximity to employment and retail activity, and 

proximity to college/university campuses.  Areas with low average household sizes and a 

high concentration of older adults may also signal an opportunity to promote development 

of ADUs. 

To conduct the suitability mapping exercise, a sample community was selected—in this 

case, College Station, Texas.  The relevant data was gathered and the appropriate Shapefiles 

were input into ArcGIS.  For the purposes of this sample community, the chosen layers 

included: 

• Population Density 

• Average Household Size 

• Population Ages 65 and Over 

• Number of Jobs 

• Existing Land Use 

• Bus Stops 

• Bike Lanes 

• Major Shopping Destinations 
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Other communities may have additional layers that are relevant, such as percent change in 

residential home values, crime statistics, or concentration of subsidized housing. 

Using ArcGIS, buffers of 1,500 feet were created around bus stops, shopping destinations 

and bike lanes as a means of identifying areas of the city within walking distance of those 

amenities.  Population density, household size, elderly population, and number of jobs were 

mapped at the block group level.  Existing land use was isolated to single-family properties, 

and was mapped at the parcel level. 

To calculate the suitability of each single-family parcel, the layers were weighted according 

to their relative importance, and values in each layer were classified according to their 

relative suitability, using a scoring system of 1 (least suitable) to 3 (most suitable).  Each 

individual jurisdiction may weight and score their layers according to the priorities of their 

respective communities.  For College Station, the weighting and scores are shown below: 

Layer Weight Scoring 
Bus Stops (Proximity to) 25% Within 1,500' = 3; All other values = 1 
Shopping (Proximity to) 20% Within 1,500' = 3; All other values = 1 
Population Density 15% 5,001 and up = 3; 2,501 to 5,000 = 2; 0 to 2,500 = 1 
Bike Lanes (Proximity to) 10% Within 1,500' = 3; All other values = 1 
Average Household Size 10% 0 to 2.00 = 3; 2.01 to 2.50 = 2; 2.51 and up = 1 
Population 65 and Older 10% Over 10% = 3; 5.01 to 10.00% = 2; 5.00% or less = 1 
Number of Jobs 10% 1,501 and up = 3; 251 to 1,500 = 2; 0 to 250 = 1 

 

Using the raster calculator function in ArcGIS, the suitability of targeted ADU development 

was revealed for the entire city as shown in Figure 1.  Then, the single-family parcels were 

added and the final data clipped to show only the scoring for those parcels.  That data is 

shown in Figure 2. 
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Figure 1. Suitability map for development of ADUs: areas in green represent the most suitable areas for ADUs, 
while areas in red represent the least suitable areas 
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Figure 2. The suitability map below shows single-family residential parcels with their respective suitability scores.  
Note that the majority of the most suitable parcels are in the central portion of the city. 

 

Issues of Permitting 

Another substantial obstacle to development of ADUs lies in the permitting process.  At 

every stage from ordinance language to architectural review to final permits, the process 

often proves cumbersome to homeowners looking to benefit from the presence of an ADU 

on their property. 

Luckily, places like Daly City, California have simplified the process for owners looking to 

add an ADU to their property.  As mentioned earlier, their application fee was reduced to 

just $100 and the process is similar to the requirements for building a bedroom addition on 
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an existing home (Cobb & Dvorak, 2000).  Statewide, California also amended its Second 

Unit Law in 2003 to prohibit localities from requiring public hearings or other 

discretionary reviews for approval of ADUs (Antoninetti, 2008).  And, though not a U.S. 

example, the State of New South Wales in Australia approves ADU permit applications in 

just 10 days and does not even mandate that existing structures meet current development 

regulations (State of New South Wales, n.d.). 

Further steps can also be taken to reduce the administrative burden on those pursuing 

ADU development.  As discussed previously, ADU applications in targeted areas could gain 

faster approvals and reduced fees.  Cities could partner with architects to develop a catalog 

of low-cost detached ADUs from which homeowners could select in exchange for faster 

approvals and fewer forms.  Further, partnering with firms that produce modular or 

prefabricated ADUs could also ensure that units are designed and built to the city’s 

ordinance, allowing jurisdictions to fast-track projects and reduce paperwork. 

Issues of Financing 

Probably the single biggest obstacle to building an ADU is lack of financing.  Anecdotal 

evidence has pointed to owners dipping into savings to build these units, accruing personal 

loan or credit card debt, or refinancing their home to cash out enough equity to cover ADU 

construction costs (Peterson, 2011).  These options are simply not available for a majority 

of homeowners.  Rules for FHA-approved financing are also vague, as the Federal Housing 

Administration distinguishes between ADUs and income-producing units, leaving 

appraisers with the burden of determining whether the second dwelling unit is an ADU or 

not (U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, 2008). 
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Instead, banks and mortgage lending institutions should identify loan programs in which 

ADU development is appropriate and adapt them accordingly.  Mentioned in the literature 

review, Advantis Credit Union in Portland, Oregon is one such institution that has recently 

revised its rehabilitation loan program to explicitly allow borrowers to use funds for ADU 

construction (Peterson, 2013).  A more common loan product across the U.S., a HUD 203(k) 

loan, would be ideal for ADU development as it is intended for improving existing 

properties (U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, 2013).  Again, for this 

program to be widely used, it is critical that the Federal Housing Administration clarify 

203(k) loan eligibility for construction of ADUs, whether income-producing or not.  As yet 

another option, cities may consider financing ADU construction for homeowners in 

targeted areas where increasing density and affordability are strong goals. 

NIMBY-related Issues 

Particularly in circumstances where approval of ADUs is contingent on a public hearing, 

neighborhood residents can often hinder homeowners’ ability to construct ADUs. 

Often in response to an outcry from neighbors against ADUs, localities will avoid adoption 

of an ADU ordinance altogether.  However, it is crucial that emphasis be placed on how 

neighborhoods and individual property owners can actually benefit from ADUs.  While 

more research is warranted on these issues, it is believed that traffic and parking impacts 

from ADU residents is minimal, particularly in areas with good transit access.  In fact, Evans 

and Pratt (2007) found that households near transit—particularly smaller households—

owned fewer vehicles than more suburban households.  Research also tends to negate the 

belief that renter households are not good neighbors.  A 1999 survey revealed that the 
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differences in community involvement between apartment renters and homeowners is 

small and not statistically significant (Obrinsky, 1999).  Also, a more recent survey 

commissioned by the MacArthur Foundation indicated that Americans find renting more 

appealing than it used to be (Hart Research Associates, 2013). 

Accessory Dwelling Units: A Model Program 

As gleaned from the literature, simply allowing the development of accessory dwelling 

units is not enough to ensure they actually get built.  Beyond that first step, jurisdictions 

must actively promote their development, especially in target areas and for targeted 

populations.  The suitability analysis in the previous section is one method to accomplish 

that.  Beyond that, a model program is outlined below that practitioners may adopt to 

incentivize the development of ADUs in their locales. 

Ordinance 

First of all, it is important that the language of the ordinance itself serve to promote ADU 

development.  This aspect is crucial throughout each section of the ordinance, from 

purpose and intent to legalization of existing ADUs.  Note that portions of the language 

below will build upon the recommended provisions put forth by AARP’s Public Policy 

Institute (Cobb & Dvorak, 2000). 

Summary 

Accessory dwelling units (ADUs) shall be permitted in any neighborhood zoned for 

residential use, provided the construction of the unit complies with applicable regulations 

for lot sizes, setbacks, and other characteristics related to health, safety and welfare.  The 
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details of the ordinance below outline the requirements for any ADU constructed within 

[name of jurisdiction]. 

Purpose and Intent 

[Name of jurisdiction] shall actively promote the creation of accessory dwelling units, 

hereafter referred to as ADUs, in a manner that enhances neighborhoods while meeting the 

housing needs of its residents and protecting the fiscal integrity of the community. 

Definitions 

Accessory dwelling unit (ADU): A self-contained permanent residential unit, which includes 

separate cooking, living and sanitation facilities from the primary dwelling unit.  The ADU 

must be constructed within the same legal parcel on which another single-family dwelling 

is constructed, and the ADU may be incorporated within the primary dwelling unit, 

attached to the primary unit, or detached from the primary unit.  A list of other known 

terms shall be deemed synonymous with ADU for the purposes of this ordinance, including 

accessory apartment, accessory dwelling, accessory unit, ancillary unit, backyard cottage, 

basement apartment, carriage house, garage apartment, garden suite, granny cottage, 

granny flat, granny unit, in-law suite, laneway house, mother-in-law suite, mother-daughter 

unit, multigenerational home, secondary suite, second unit, secondary unit, secondary 

dwelling unit, and sidekick. [synonymous terms adapted from accessorydwellings.org] 

Eligibility 

ADUs shall be allowed in any zoning district designed to include single-family residences as 

one of its primary purposes.  [Name of jurisdiction] shall actively promote ADU 
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development in geographically targeted neighborhoods in which residents can realize 

immediate benefits including, but not limited to, close proximity to public transportation, 

proximity to employment centers, and proximity to institutes of higher learning.  [Name of 

jurisdiction] shall also actively promote development of ADUs for the purpose of providing 

housing that is affordable to low-to-moderate income households. 

Approval Process 

The Zoning Administrator shall review each application for development of an ADU.  Upon 

certifying that the applicant has complied with the standards of this ordinance, no more 

than one ADU may be permitted per residential parcel. 

Application, Permit, and Impact Fees 

Application, permit, and impact fees for an ADU shall be determined on a per-square-foot 

basis in the same manner as for development of single-family housing.  In no instance shall 

the fees for an ADU exceed the fees for a single-family home.* 

*For jurisdictions where a per-square-foot fee determination is not feasible, the cap on fees 

recommended by AARP’s Public Policy Institute is recommended as an alternative.  In this 

scenario, fees for an ADU shall not exceed 30 percent of the fees for a single-family 

structure. 

Permit Renewal 

Upon issuance of a permit for an ADU, the property owner and/or residents must comply 

with the standards within the municipal zoning code.  On the first day of each year, the 

owner of an ADU shall certify to the Zoning Administrator that the ADU complies with the 



22 
 

zoning code.  The ADU permit shall remain valid continuously, provided that up-to-date 

certifications have been recorded by the Zoning Administrator. 

Lot Standards 

Construction of an ADU may occur during or after the construction of the primary dwelling 

unit.  In instances where an owner desires to construct a detached ADU prior to developing 

the primary dwelling unit, the primary dwelling unit must be completed no more than 

twelve (12) months after the certificate of occupancy is issued for the ADU. 

 Lot Size, Setbacks, and Lot Coverage 

ADUs may be constructed on residential lots that are no less than the minimum lot 

size required for its respective zoning district, provided the ADU can be built within 

the minimum setbacks and lot coverage minimums specified in its zoning district. 

Occupancy Standards 

The owner of a parcel containing an ADU must reside in either the primary dwelling unit or 

the ADU as its principal residence.  This occupancy restriction shall be recorded in the deed 

of the subject property prior to the issuance of a certificate of occupancy for the ADU, and 

proof of the deed restriction shall be provided to the Zoning Administrator. 

 Number of Occupants per ADU 

Occupancy is limited to two persons per bedroom within an ADU.  In no case shall 

an owner restrict occupancy of an ADU in a manner that violates the federal Fair 

Housing Act. 
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ADU Building Standards 

 Placement and Orientation 

Any ADU that is visible from the front property line, whether attached or detached 

from the primary dwelling unit, shall not have an entrance that is visible from street 

view, unless the entrance is the same as for the primary dwelling unit.  In no 

instance shall stairways to an ADU be constructed on the front of the primary 

dwelling unit. 

 Size 

The habitable area of an ADU shall be a minimum of 300 square feet.  The ADU shall 

be no larger than 40 percent of the habitable area of the primary dwelling unit or 

1,200 square feet, whichever is less.  Room dimensions shall comply with the 

requirements of the applicable building code for residential construction. 

The height of a detached ADU shall be limited to the height of the primary dwelling 

unit or 23 feet, whichever is less.  In no case shall an ADU exceed the height of the 

primary dwelling unit. 

 Parking and Traffic 

One off-street parking space shall be provided per ADU in neighborhoods where 

street parking is deemed inadequate to meet the parking demands of ADU residents 

or where street parking is not permitted.  Tandem parking is acceptable. 

Public Health (Utilities) 
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The [name of jurisdiction] health official must certify to the Zoning Administrator that 

water and sewage facilities are adequate to support the number of projected residents in 

the ADU in addition to the primary dwelling unit.  Separate electrical and water meters 

shall only be permitted if they can be feasibly installed to retain the appearance of a single-

family residence.  In no instance shall a second electrical or water meter be visible from 

street view. 

Legalization of Existing ADUs 

Upon successful completion of a basic safety certification by a [name of jurisdiction] 

Building Official, an existing ADU built prior to the adoption of this ordinance may be 

legalized, without penalty, within three (3) years of the adoption of this ordinance.  In 

order to legalize the existing ADU, the owner must comply with the application process 

required of new ADUs and must also pay the applicable fees. 

Design/Architectural Guidelines 

Design of Attached ADUs 

Additions to single-family structures that include an ADU shall be architecturally 

compatible with the existing structure, and shall include the similar treatment of cladding 

(siding), fenestration (windows), and roofing (including both materials and pitch).  The 

addition of an ADU shall not alter any elevations of a historically significant structure that 

are visible from street view without prior written approval of [name of local historic 

commission]. 

Design of Detached ADUs 
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ADUs that are detached from the primary dwelling unit shall be architecturally similar to 

the primary unit when the ADU is substantially visible from street view or if the ADU is 

located within a detached garage that is intended to serve the primary dwelling unit.  If less 

than 25 percent of an ADU façade will be visible from street view, the architectural style 

may be chosen by the owner of the property unless otherwise restricted by local covenants. 

The ADU shall also be designed to maintain rear yard privacy of both the primary dwelling 

unit and adjacent properties.  This shall include careful placement of windows and doors. 

 Modular/Prefabricated Units 

Modular or prefabricated units designed in accordance with the guidelines outlined 

in this section shall be treated as a site-built ADU, subject to the provisions listed 

within the ADU ordinance. 

Energy Consumption 

ADUs shall also be designed to minimize impact on existing infrastructure, including water 

supply, sewer and electrical supply.  Thus, efforts shall be made to install fixtures that 

actively promote reduced energy usage, including (but not limited to) low-flow water 

fixtures, Energy Star-rated appliances, low-energy lighting, and low-water landscaping.  

Additionally, pursuit of LEED (Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design) 

certification is encouraged. 

To further reduce energy use by ADU residents, separate electrical and water metering is 

encouraged where such units can be reasonably installed to maintain the appearance of a 

single-family property as indicated within the ADU ordinance. 
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Financing and Incentives 

To promote the development of ADUs, [name of jurisdiction] shall provide the following 

options for those wishing to construct an ADU on their property: 

Financing 

Within the target areas identified on the map below (outlined in blue), property owners 

may apply for zero-interest loan financing to cover the construction of an ADU, provided 

they meet the other provisions listed in the ADU ordinance.  The terms of the loan will be 

based on the creditworthiness of the applicant.  Loan applicants qualifying as low income 

as determined by the guidelines set forth in the HOME Investment Partnerships Program 

Final Rule (24 CFR Part 92) may have loan funds partially forgiven, provided the owner 

maintains compliance with residency requirements.  Financing for ADUs is subject to 

funding availability. 

Incentives 

Within the target areas identified on the map below (outlined in blue), impact fees related 

to water/sewer connections and parks fees will be waived for any property owner applying 

to add an ADU to their property, provided they meet the other provisions listed in the ADU 

ordinance. 
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Community Acceptance 

Public hearings or conditional approvals shall not be used to determine eligibility for ADU 

development in any zoning district designed to include single-family residences as one of 

its primary purposes.  Enforcement of codes related to ADUs will be handled by [name of 

jurisdiction] in the same manner as for other residential properties. 

Next Steps to Promotion of ADUs 

Beyond the adoption of an accessory dwelling unit program like the one modeled in the 

previous section, further efforts should be made to facilitate the integration of ADUs into 
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U.S. communities.  Opportunities for such integration exist among the private, nonprofit 

and public sectors alike. 

The Private Sector Role 

A potential goal of the private sector is to develop architectural designs for single-family 

residences that include ADUs in a way that can be readily built by production home 

builders.  Such a product may include, as standard, integrated ADUs targeted for use as a 

separate living unit for family members.  Lennar, a national homebuilder based in Miami, 

Florida, has begun offering this type of home.  Called the NextGen Series, this group of floor 

plans includes ADUs with a separate entrance, while retaining the appearance of a 

suburban single-family home.   

  

The photos above show the Independence model by Lennar, as part of its NextGen home series.  The front 
elevation (left) retains the appearance of a single-family home while the floor plan (right) reveals an internal 
accessory dwelling unit.  Photo credits: Lennar 
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As an alternative, designs for single-family homes may include spaces that can be adapted 

for use as an ADU in the future.  In the prototype shown below, a lower-level master suite 

can be reconfigured to an attached ADU with only minimal modifications. 

 

The images above show how a well-designed master suite (left) can be easily converted to an accessory dwelling 
unit (right) with a few modifications.  In this example, a 36-inch window is replaced with an exterior door, and 
plumbing is roughed-in for the addition of a single-wall kitchen in the main room and a stackable laundry unit in 
the closet.  The door into the main part of the house can be locked from the outside for privacy.  Design: 
Christopher Lazaro 
 

Further, ADUs could be integrated into a multifamily property, a concept known in several 

countries as “dual-key apartments,” (Schlesinger, 2011).  These apartments contain a 

shared foyer with two interior units that can either be shared as a single apartment or 

rented separately (ibid). 
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The floor plan above is for a dual-key apartment in Singapore; the area shaded in orange is identified as the 
accessory unit, which can be sublet to another tenant or used to house a family member.  Photo source: 
ECLaunch.com 
 
The Nonprofit Sector Role 

A likely goal of the nonprofit sector is to utilize ADUs for the purpose of providing 

affordable housing to lower-income households.  Nonprofit housing developers, in 

particular, may choose to pursue Home Investment Partnership Program (HOME) funds to 

build affordable ADUs for rent by households earning less than 80 percent of the area 

median income.  In one possible scenario, the nonprofit could partner with individual 

homeowners to construct the detached ADU on their property.  This could be accomplished 

by the nonprofit agreeing to partially subsidize the construction with HOME funds and 
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maintaining the ADU during the federal affordability period, after which the nonprofit 

would turn the rights of the ADU over to the property owner. 

Another common scenario would be for a nonprofit housing developer to allow a low-

income, first-time homebuyer to purchase or construct a single-family home with an added 

ADU to defray mortgage costs, while providing an affordable rental unit to another 

household.  As an option, the nonprofit could choose to retain a portion of the rental 

income from the ADU to save for emergency repairs or start a college fund, while partially 

matching the saved funds as another incentive for allowing the ADU to be available as 

additional affordable housing.  An example of the fiscal impact for this scenario is 

illustrated below: 

Maximum Household Income (for a family of four in College Station, Texas): $44,250 (City 

of College Station, 2013) 

Maximum housing expenses at 30% of monthly income: $1106.25 

Effective Household Income (including 75%* of $679 monthly rent for one-bedroom ADU, 

listed as 2013 HUD Fair Market Rent for College Station-Bryan, TX MSA): $50,361 (U.S. 

Department of Housing and Urban Development, 2012) 

Maximum housing expenses at 30% of monthly income: $1259.03 

Scenario 2 provides increased buying power of 13.8% 

*75 percent is the amount of usable rent recommended to include as income for determining mortgage eligibility 
(Cole, 2013)  
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The Public Sector Role 

Ultimately, jurisdictions should identify approaches to residential land planning that 

promote the development of ADUs and other small dwelling units.  Allowing alleys into 

new developments, for example, could provide an appropriate environment for detached, 

alley-facing units.  In areas where land costs are prohibitively expensive, an alternative 

would be to allow these new developments to include separately-deeded alley lots with 

minimal setbacks (shown in the graphic below) to foster affordable homeownership.  This 

setup would not only provide a greater sense of independence to ADU residents, but would 

also achieve a density more common to shared-wall developments like townhouses and 

condominiums.  Furthermore, the increased density would incentivize development of for-

sale ADUs by homebuilders, presumably increasing profitability over a typical subdivision. 

 

In the illustration above, a portion of the lots in this single-family subdivision are backed by separate lots sized for 
the development of a separately-deeded ADU.  From the street, this orientation would be indistinguishable from 
any other subdivision designed with alleys.  Design: Christopher Lazaro 
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Conclusion 

A rising demand for accessory dwelling units has caused many cities and states to 

reevaluate their prohibitive ordinances, looking to positive case studies across the country 

for guidance.  Yet, even model ADU-friendly cities like Portland, Oregon and Santa Cruz, 

California have struggled to attract their widespread development at the same density 

found in other countries.  As a result, this study has attempted to determine what factors 

need to be addressed in order to promote construction of ADUs across U.S. cities, beyond 

just allowing them.  And, rather than suggest providing incentives at the citywide level, 

resulting in more sporadic ADU development, a suitability mapping technique was devised 

to identify areas where ADUs should be encouraged. 

With concerted efforts among not just state or local governments, but also mortgage 

lenders, homebuilders, nonprofits, and HUD officials, our residential communities can meet 

the future housing needs of its changing population by creating an environment that 

embraces ADUs. 
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