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Adapted from the ABCs of ADUs (https://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/livable-communities/livable-documents/documents-2019/ADU-guide-
web-singles-071619.pdf)

An accessory dwelling unit (ADU) is a smaller, independent residential dwelling unit located on the same
lot as a stand-alone (i.e., detached) single-family home. ADUs go by many di�erent names throughout the
U.S., including accessory apartments, secondary suites, and granny �ats. ADUs can be converted portions
of existing homes (i.e., internal ADUs), additions to new or existing homes (i.e., attached ADUs), or new
stand-alone accessory structures or converted portions of existing stand-alone accessory structures (i.e.,
detached ADUs).

Internal, attached, and detached ADUs all have the potential to increase housing a�ordability (both for
homeowners and tenants), create a wider range of housing options within the community, enable seniors
to stay near family as they age, and facilitate better use of the existing housing fabric in established
neighborhoods. Consequently, many cities and counties have signaled support for ADUs in their plans
and adopted zoning regulations that permit ADUs in low-density residential areas.
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From this page you can search for resources that provide background, policy guidance, and examples of
local plan recommendations and zoning standards for ADUs from across the country. And you can �lter
these search results by various geographic and demographic characteristics.

Contents

Planning for Accessory Dwelling Units

Go

Clearinghouses (/knowledgebase/collection/9120188/search/?keyword=&tags=1534&sort=relevance)

Reports (/knowledgebase/collection/9120188/search/?keyword=&tags=1539&sort=relevance)

Briefing Papers (/knowledgebase/collection/9120188/search/?keyword=&tags=1520&sort=relevance)

Articles (/knowledgebase/collection/9120188/search/?keyword=&tags=1531&sort=relevance)

Blog Posts (/knowledgebase/collection/9120188/search/?keyword=&tags=1533&sort=relevance)

Fact Sheets (/knowledgebase/collection/9120188/search/?keyword=&tags=1523&sort=relevance)

Case Studies (/knowledgebase/collection/9120188/search/?keyword=&tags=1522&sort=relevance)

Online Training (/knowledgebase/collection/9120188/search/?keyword=&tags=1537&sort=relevance)

Videos (/knowledgebase/collection/9120188/search/?keyword=&tags=1543&sort=relevance)

Guides (/knowledgebase/collection/9120188/search/?keyword=&tags=1524&sort=relevance)

Models (/knowledgebase/collection/9120188/search/?keyword=&tags=1526&sort=relevance)

Statutes (/knowledgebase/collection/9120188/search/?keyword=&tags=1530&sort=relevance)

Comprehensive Plans (/knowledgebase/collection/9120188/search/?keyword=&tags=1535&sort=relevance)

Regulations (/knowledgebase/collection/9120188/search/?keyword=&tags=1538&sort=relevance)

Web Pages (/knowledgebase/collection/9120188/search/?keyword=&tags=1544&sort=relevance)

Featured Resources

view/product.php?ment/9007616/)(/knowledgebase/resource/9123024)(/publications/document/9178529/)(/publications/document/9148572/)(https://learn.planning.org/local/catalog/view/prod
productid=448)

(/publications/document/900(/knowle

Enter keyword

6

6



7/12/22, 9:49 AM Accessory Dwelling Units

https://www.planning.org/knowledgebase/accessorydwellings/ 4/6

While many communities are interested in expanding housing choices by allowing ADUs in single-family
areas, some residents of these areas may be concerned about ADUs changing the character of their
neighborhoods or overburdening existing infrastructure. The research
(https://accessorydwellings.org/2014/09/17/summing-up-adu-research-are-accessory-dwelling-units-as-
great-or-as-horrible-as-people-say/) to date does not support fears about lower property values or parking
shortages. Conversely, there are some indications that ADUs do increase the supply of a�ordable housing
and do make signi�cant economic contributions to their host communities, through construction activity
and property taxes.

Conducting a housing needs assessment before dra�ing zoning regulations for ADUs can highlight
demographic and spatial mismatches between the existing housing supply and the current and projected
housing demand. Consequently, it may provide an indication of the total number of ADUs likely to be
created in a given time period under a permissible regulatory scheme. Meanwhile, a residential design
study can help proactively identify challenges associated with integrating ADUs into established single-
family neighborhoods.

When cities and counties address ADUs in their comprehensive plans, they o�en include policy
recommendations related to updating zoning regulations or providing public information about existing
regulations. Some communities also explicitly identify land-use categories or place types where ADUs are
appropriate.  

Zoning for Accessory Dwelling Units

Many cities and counties permit ADUs in one or more single-family zoning districts by right, subject to
use-speci�c standards. Common provisions include an owner-occupancy requirement (for one of the two
dwellings), dimensional and design standards to ensure neighborhood compatibility, and o�-street
parking requirements. Other relatively common provisions include minimum lot sizes and limits on the
number of occupants or bedrooms. While some codes also include occupancy restrictions that stipulate
that ADUs can only house family members or domestic employees, this type of restriction can severely
limit the potential for ADUs to address a shortage of rental housing.

In some states, such as California (https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?
lawCode=GOV&sectionNum=65852.2.) and Vermont
(http://legislature.vermont.gov/statutes/section/24/117/04412), localities must permit ADUs by right,
under certain conditions. In some others, state laws pre-empt some aspects of local zoning for ADUs or
actively encourage cities and counties to adopt permissive zoning regulations for ADUs.

Many older communities have an existing supply of illegally created ADUs. Some of these communities
o�er, or have o�ered, some form of limited amnesty to owners of illegal ADUs. These amnesty programs
may waive permitting and inspection fees in exchange for owners registering their units, and they
typically expire within a year or two of adoption.

RELATED COLLECTIONS

A�ordable Housing Programs (/knowledgebase/a�ordablehousing/)
Since the late 20th century, many communities have created programs to preserve or expand the local supply of
a�ordable housing. This collection catalogs resources that provide background and policy guidance or demonstrate how
local and regional agencies are using regulatory, investment, and assistance programs to promote or protect a�ordable
housing.

Housing Needs Assessment (/knowledgebase/housingneeds/)
A housing needs assessment looks at existing housing issues within a community or region to help inform future
housing policy or program design. This collection catalogs resources that provide background and policy guidance or
demonstrate how cities and counties are using housing needs assessment as the �rst step in planning for housing choice
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and a�ordability.

Housing an Aging Population (/knowledgebase/housingagingpopulation/)
This collection catalogs resources that provide background, policy guidance, and examples of plan recommendations
and zoning and licensing regulations for various types of residences and facilities designed for or marketed to an aging
population.

Residential Infill Development (/knowledgebase/residentialinfill/)
Residential in�ll development refers to the development of new housing on vacant or underutilized land in previously
developed areas. This collection catalogs resources that provide background information and demonstrate how local
and regional entities are using plans and plan implementation mechanisms to guide successful residential in�ll
development.

Short-Term Residential Rentals (/knowledgebase/shorttermrentals/)
This collection catalogs resources that provide background and policy guidance, as well as examples of local
regulations, that address short-term residential rentals.

Tiny Houses and Micro Apartments (/knowledgebase/tinyhousing/)
While the average amount of living space per person continues to grow in the U.S., there is a growing interest among
property owners and residents in many communities in micro housing. This collection catalogs resources that provide
background, policy guidance, and examples of local development regulations for tiny houses, tiny house subdivisions,
and micro apartments from across the country.


