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Additional Dwelling Unit is a dwelling unit secondary to 

the principal single household dwelling unit in terms of 

gross floor area, intensity of use, and physical character, 

but which has kitchen and bath facilities separate from the 

principal dwelling and may have a separate entrance.

It is part of a single property from a tax and value 

perspective. It can be rented –short or long term- but 

cannot be sold separately from the main dwelling. 

It can be located attached to the main structure (above, 

below or on the side) or detached and freestanding on the 

lot.

Their approval “by right” varies per state, county and city.

What
ADU
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Who
Additional dwelling units target a new market that is increasing year after year:

ADU

SOURCE PEW RESEARCH CENTER ANALYSIS SOURCE: THE WASHINGTON POST

— Non-related adults living together

— Aging adults

— Multi generational families

— Mono parental families



Who

Bonus! AARP created a resource called “Accessory 
Dwelling Units: Model State act and local 

ordinance”. Check it out!

ADU
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Code

Building Code requirements are detailed in the 

International Building Code (IBC). They are –
almost- universal in the United States

Zoning Code requirements are outlined by 

each municipality and apply regionally.

Building Code requirements regulate what 

happens from the building envelope to the 

INTERIOR: structure, infrastructure, safety, 

comfort, etc.

Zoning code requirements organize what 

happens to the building envelope to the 

EXTERIOR: neighbors, street, site, parking, 

coverage, height, etc.

ADU

SOURCE THINKARCHITECT. LINK.



Code
ADU

ZONING CODE BUILDING CODE
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Head Clearance
REQUIREMENTS

All habitable spaces -i.e. Bedrooms and living 

rooms- must be a minimum of 7’-0”.

Non habitable spaces –i.e. laundry, 

bathrooms- can be a minimum of 6’-8”

Under beams and ducts 6’-4”

Code Section: 404.3 Min. Ceiling Heights



Emergency escape and rescue openings required in each 

sleeping room (with exceptions).

Comply with minimum and maximum dimensions of, doors, 

windows and stairs. 

Ease of operation and no fixed bars.

Code Section 310

Egress / Access
REQUIREMENTS

IMAGE SOURCE: INTERNATIONAL ASSOCIATION OF CERTIFIED HOME INSPECTORS INTERNACHI

HTTPS://WWW.NACHI.ORG/GALLERY/?LEVEL=PICTURE&ID=1113



Mechanical
REQUIREMENTS

Heating equipment must be capable of 

maintaining 68°F in all habitable rooms and 

bathrooms. 

Portable heaters STRICTLY prohibited. 

Each resident must be able to provide climate 

control in their residence. 

Strict conditions on shared space conditioning 

infrastructure. It is recommended that each 

dwelling has its own equipment, thermostat 

and controls.

Code Section: IPMC 602



Electrical

Individual panel / sub-panel accessible for 

each unit.

Proper receptacle distribution.

Proper receptacle grounding.

Proper lighting distribution per space.

Code Section IPMC 604

REQUIREMENTS



Plumbing

Each dwelling unit must be provided with cold 

and hot water

Hot water must be provided from an 

accessible hot water equipment.

Min. dimensions between fixtures. I.e. 

clearances around WC

Chapter 26, 27 & 28, among others

REQUIREMENTS



The floor/ceiling must provide a 1-hr fire separation between 

dwelling units

Fire stopping: all duct chases, bulkhead and ceiling recessed 

fixtures must be fire stopped.

Two independent exit ways are required for basements

Hardwired smoke detectors in each habitable space.

One carbon monoxide alarm in the immediate vicinity of 

bedrooms if the building contains a fuel burning appliance or 

has an attached garage.

Code Section R202, R302 and othersIMAGE SOURCE: NEMA CURRENTS

HTTPS://BLOG.NEMA.ORG/2017/05/10/LIFE-SAFETY-RELIES-ON-CODE-ADOPTION/

IMAGE SOURCE: IN PUBLIC SAFETY

HTTPS://INPUBLICSAFETY.COM/2016/10/FIRE-DEPARTMENTS-PUSH-RESIDENTIAL-SPRINKLERS/

Fire Separation
REQUIREMENTS



Area Distribution
REQUIREMENTS

— Living Room area min. 120 sq ft

— Bedroom area min. 70 sq ft

— Min. Horizontal dimension 7’-0”

— Min width of hallways 3’-0”

— Stairways Min. 3’-0” Wide

— Headroom 6’-8”

— Tread / Riser: 10” Min / 7-3/4” Max

— Kitchen min. passageway 3’-0” clear

— Kitchen min. passageway 3’-0” clear

— The number of persons occupying a 

dwelling unit shall not create conditions 

that, in the opinion of the code official, 

endanger the life, health, safety or welfare 

of the occupants. 

— Max 2 occupants 220 sq ft

— Max 3 occupants 320 sq ft

Code Section 404.5 Overcrowding



Equipment

Dwelling shall contain suitable space and 

equipment to store, prepare and serve foods 

in a sanitary manner.

Kitchen: sink, cooking appliance and 

refrigeration equipment

Min. Clear working space of 30” in front of 
each. 

Bathroom: WC, sink and shower facility.

Laundry facilities are not a code requirement, 

but they are a desirable feature.

Code Section 404.7 Food Prep 

REQUIREMENTS



Energy Code

Some portions of the International Energy 

Conservation Code may be applicable in the 

region. Since ADUs are a sub-group of 

residential design, make sure you consider 

these elements in your ADU.

— Insulation

— Fenestration

— Fresh air intake

— Space conditioning

Applicability on those conditions are based on 

the scope of the alteration.

REQUIREMENTS

IMAGE SOURCE: ICC CODES CODES.ICCSAFE.ORG/PUBLIC/DOCUMENT/TOC/286/



Design
REQUIREMENTSGenerous compact design:

— Wardrobes instead of closets*

— Compact appliances 

— Smart storage

— Avoid circulation

— Compact luxury

*And no, closets are NOT a code requirement for bedrooms. You 

CAN have a bedroom without a closet. 

A bedroom ONLY needs: size (70 SqFt, 7’-0” in one direction), 
Access (a door to a hallway or common space), Lighting & 

Ventilation (an egress window), 2 electrical outlets, a smoke 

detector and fixed heating units.

AFTER

BEFORE



Conclusion

Lead by example

— Work with all stakeholders: city 

officials, neighbors, NGOs.

— Share your story! 

— Incorporate shared amenities

ADU

Additional Dwelling Units

— Design and construction matters

— Building and Zoning Code are 

fundamental

— Quality of life for underserved 

groups
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Questions?
THANK YOU
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