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Chapter 1: Introduction to Universal Design and Fair Housing

Universal design and fair housing requirements have come together to reshape residential
architecture in ways that matter for millions of people. The numbers tell the story: roughly 61
million adults in the United States have some form of disability, about 26 percent of the adult
population. On top of that, 10,000 Baby Boomers hit retirement age every single day. That
combination creates a massive and growing need for housing that works for people across a wide
range of physical abilities, not just at one moment but over the course of a lifetime.

This chapter lays out the basics of universal design and fair housing law as they apply to residential
projects. These two movements grew up separately, one from design philosophy and the other
from civil rights legislation, but they have merged in practice. Understanding both is necessary for
architects who want to create housing that respects residents, satisfies the law, and holds up as the
population continues to age.

1.1. The Evolution of Accessible Housing Design

Accessible housing design has come a long way in the past hundred years. Early on, housing for
people with disabilities meant separate institutions or charity-funded buildings designed for
specific disability groups. The intentions were often good, but the result was that people with
disabilities lived apart from everyone else. That segregation was built into the architecture itself.

The independent living movement in the 1960s and 1970s blew a hole in those assumptions.
Disability rights advocates made the case that people with disabilities belonged in regular
communities with appropriate supports, not locked away in institutions. That philosophical shift
set the stage for both the design changes and the legal requirements that followed over the next
several decades.

Barrier-Free Design: Barrier-free design came out of the 1950s and 1960s and focused mainly
on wheelchair access. Wider doors, ramp slopes, restroom clearances. It was genuine progress, but
the designs often looked institutional and singled out users. Accessible entrances got stuck at the
back of buildings near the loading dock. The message was clear even if nobody said it out loud:
this entrance is for you because you are different.

From Accessible to Universal: The shift from accessible design to universal design changed the
whole way of thinking. Instead of treating disability as a special condition that requires special
accommodations, universal design starts from the assumption that human diversity is normal. You
design for the full range of ability from the beginning. And it turns out that features designed for
people with permanent disabilities also work well for someone on crutches after knee surgery, a
parent wrestling a stroller, a delivery driver with a hand truck, or a grandparent whose knees are
not what they used to be.
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Legislative Landmarks: Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act in 1973 was the first federal civil
rights protection for people with disabilities, requiring accessibility in federally funded programs.
The Fair Housing Amendments Act of 1988 was the game-changer for residential work because it
applied accessibility requirements to private multifamily housing for the first time. Then the ADA
in 1990 rounded things out with broad civil rights protections and accessibility standards for public
accommodations and commercial buildings.
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1.2. Understanding Universal Design Principles

Ronald Mace, working at North Carolina State University, defined universal design as the design
of products and environments to be usable by all people, to the greatest extent possible, without
the need for adaptation or specialized design. That definition puts inclusivity at the center of the
design intent, not tacked on at the end as a compliance exercise. Accessibility becomes a sign of
good design, not a burden to be minimized.

The seven principles of universal design were put together by a working group at the Center for
Universal Design in 1997. They are not code requirements. They are design goals, a framework
for thinking about whether a design actually works for the full range of people who will use it.

Principle 1 - Equitable Use: The design works for and appeals to people with different abilities.
In housing, that means one front door for everybody, not a main entrance for most people and a
ramp around back for wheelchair users. A zero-step entry that serves as the primary entrance for
all residents is the textbook example.

Principle 2 - Flexibility in Use: The design works across a wide range of preferences and abilities.
In a home, that might mean kitchen counters at adjustable heights, multiple ways to control
lighting, or closet systems you can set up at different heights depending on who is using them.

Principle 3 - Simple and Intuitive Use: Use of the design is easy to understand regardless of the
user's experience, knowledge, language skills, or current concentration level. Clear wayfinding,
logical floor plans, and intuitive controls exemplify this principle in housing design.

Principle 4 - Perceptible Information: The design communicates necessary information
effectively to the user regardless of ambient conditions or the user's sensory abilities. In housing,
this includes visual and tactile indicators for unit identification, audible and visual doorbell signals,
and adequate lighting for reading and tasks.

Principle 5 - Tolerance for Error: The design minimizes hazards and adverse consequences of
accidental or unintended actions. Safety features such as anti-scald valves, GFCI outlets, rounded
corners, and slip-resistant flooring demonstrate this principle.

Principle 6 - Low Physical Effort: The design can be used efficiently and comfortably with
minimum fatigue. Lever door handles, single-lever faucets, and power-operated doors reduce the
physical effort required for common activities.

Principle 7 - Size and Space for Approach and Use: Appropriate size and space is provided for
approach, reach, manipulation, and use regardless of the user's body size, posture, or mobility.
This principle directly addresses the spatial requirements found in accessibility standards.
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1.3. The Promise of Inclusive Residential Environments

When architects apply universal design to housing, the benefits go well beyond checking a legal
box. Understanding those benefits helps you make the case to clients and developers who might
otherwise see accessibility as nothing more than a cost line item.

Aging in Place: AARP's research consistently finds that about 90 percent of adults over 65 want
to stay in their own home as they get older. Universal design features make that possible. A home
with zero-step entries, a bedroom and bathroom on the main floor, and blocking already in the
walls for grab bars lets residents stay put as their circumstances change. The alternative is
expensive renovation or a forced move to assisted living, neither of which anybody looks forward
to.

Economic Benefits: The National Association of Home Builders has put numbers to this: building
universal design features into new construction adds just 1 to 2 percent to the cost. Retrofitting an
existing home for accessibility runs 10 to 25 times more than that. For multifamily developers,
accessible units widen the pool of potential residents and cut turnover because people can stay in
place longer. Harvard's Joint Center for Housing Studies projects that demand for accessible
housing is going to keep growing as 73 million Boomers continue to age.

Social Integration: When homes are accessible, people with disabilities can do the ordinary things
that keep a person connected: visit friends and family, show up to community events, maintain the
social ties that matter for mental health. Research is clear that the social isolation caused by
inaccessible housing contributes to depression, cognitive decline, and lower quality of life. Design
that opens doors, literally and figuratively, is design that fights those outcomes.

Family Flexibility: Families change. A child might be born with a disability. A parent might need
months of recovery after surgery. A grandparent might move in. A teenager might blow out a knee
playing soccer. A home designed with universal features handles all of these situations without
forcing the family to move or tear apart the house for a renovation. That flexibility keeps families
in communities where they have roots.

The impact extends past individual houses into the neighborhood. When enough homes in an area
are accessible, people with disabilities can participate fully in community life. They can visit their
neighbors, go to block parties, walk to local businesses. That kind of integration is good for
everyone in the community, not just the people who happen to need accessible spaces.
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Chapter 2: Legal Framework and Regulatory Requirements

Accessible housing requirements come from a patchwork of federal, state, and local laws that
overlap in ways that can trip up even experienced architects. This chapter walks through the key
legislation, with particular attention to the Fair Housing Act requirements that apply to private
multifamily housing. Getting this right is non-negotiable if you want to avoid liability while still
delivering housing that people actually want to live in.

2.1. The Fair Housing Act and Accessibility Mandates

The Fair Housing Act started in 1968 as Title V111 of the Civil Rights Act. The 1988 amendments
were the big turning point for accessibility, adding protections for people with disabilities and
families with children. Those amendments introduced the accessibility requirements for certain
multifamily buildings that architects deal with on nearly every residential project today.

Covered Buildings: The accessibility requirements apply to what the law calls covered
multifamily dwellings, buildings with four or more units designed and constructed for first
occupancy after March 13, 1991. In buildings with an elevator, every unit on every floor is covered.
In buildings without an elevator, only the ground floor units have to comply. That distinction
matters a lot for the design and economics of walk-up projects.

The Seven Design Requirements: The Fair Housing Act specifies seven design and construction
requirements for covered multifamily dwellings. These requirements establish minimum
accessibility features that must be provided, though they do not require the same level of
accessibility as the ADA Standards for fully accessible units.

Requirement 1 calls for at least one accessible building entrance on an accessible route, unless site
conditions make it genuinely impractical. Requirement 2 says the public and common areas,
lobbies, laundry rooms, mailbox areas, rec facilities, parking lots, all of it has to be accessible and
usable.

Requirement 3 is about doors. Every door meant for people to walk through has to be wide enough
for a wheelchair, which in practice means a 32-inch nominal clear opening. Requirement 4 requires
an accessible route into and through each covered unit, generally interpreted as 36 inches minimum
width with passing spaces.

Requirement 5 covers environmental controls: switches, outlets, thermostats, and similar items
have to be in reach, between 15 and 48 inches above the floor. Requirement 6 is the grab bar one.
You do not have to install grab bars, but the walls in bathrooms have to be reinforced so bars can
be added later without ripping the wall apart.
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Requirement 7 says kitchens and bathrooms have to be usable by someone in a wheelchair. That
means maneuvering clearance at fixtures and appliances. For bathrooms, you can get there with
either a parallel approach or a forward approach at the fixtures. Kitchens need clearance at all

appliances and work surfaces.
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2.2. Americans with Disabilities Act Considerations

Most people think of the ADA as a commercial building law, but it shows up in residential work
more than you might expect. Common areas and public housing trigger ADA requirements that
layer on top of the Fair Housing Act obligations. Missing these is a common and expensive
mistake.

Title 11 - Public Entities: Title Il covers state and local government, which includes public
housing authorities. When a government entity builds or operates housing, the ADA Standards for
Accessible Design apply on top of the Fair Housing Act. That means a minimum of 5 percent of
units with mobility features and 2 percent with communication features, built to stricter standards
than Type B units.

Title 111 - Places of Public Accommodation: Title I11 applies to places of public accommodation
operated by private entities. In residential settings, this primarily affects common areas that
function as places of public accommodation, such as rental offices, sales centers, and community
facilities open to the public. Social service programs operating in residential buildings may also
trigger Title 111 requirements.

Section 504 Requirements: Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act catches any housing receiving
federal financial assistance: Section 8 project-based funds, HOME funds, CDBG money, Low
Income Housing Tax Credits. Same scoping as Title 11: 5 percent mobility accessible, 2 percent
hearing/vision accessible. A lot of affordable housing projects trigger Section 504, and missing it
means losing your funding.

UFAS vs. 2010 ADA Standards: For Section 504 compliance, HUD has historically required use
of the Uniform Federal Accessibility Standards (UFAS). However, HUD has adopted the 2010
ADA Standards as an alternative compliance path. Architects should verify which standard applies
to specific projects and understand the differences between them, particularly regarding scoping
requirements and technical specifications.
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2.3. State and Local Accessibility Requirements

Federal law is the floor, not the ceiling. Plenty of states and cities have layered on additional
accessibility requirements that go further. You have to find and comply with all of them, which
sometimes means meeting three or four overlapping sets of rules on the same project.

California Building Code Chapter 11B: California has some of the most extensive state
accessibility requirements, codified in Chapter 11B of the California Building Code. These
requirements apply to public housing, publicly funded housing, and certain privately funded
multifamily housing. California requirements often exceed federal requirements in areas such as
parking ratios, path of travel requirements, and accessible unit scoping.

New York City Local Law 58: New York City requires that 5 percent of units in new multiple
dwellings of 10 or more units be adaptable, exceeding the coverage of the Fair Housing Act which
only applies to buildings with four or more units. The law also requires additional accessibility
features in common areas and building systems.

Visitability Ordinances: A growing number of cities have adopted visitability rules for single-
family homes and small buildings that the Fair Housing Act does not reach. Visitability usually
means at least one zero-step entrance, 32-inch clear door openings on the main floor, and a ground-
floor bathroom a wheelchair user can get into. Atlanta, Austin, and Pima County, Arizona are
among the places that have gone this route.

Incentive Programs: Some jurisdictions sweeten the deal for going beyond the minimum. Density
bonuses, tax credits, faster permitting, reduced fees. These incentives can actually shift the project
economics enough to make enhanced accessibility pencil out. It is worth investigating what is
available in your jurisdiction early in the project, before the pro forma is locked.
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Chapter 3: Accessible Design Standards and Guidelines

Knowing the law is one thing. Knowing the technical standards that translate legal requirements
into actual construction dimensions is another. This chapter goes through the main standards
documents for residential accessibility: the FHAG, ANSI A117.1, and how they plug into the
model building codes. You need to be comfortable with all of them.

3.1. Fair Housing Accessibility Guidelines (FHAG)

HUD published the Fair Housing Accessibility Guidelines in 1991 to give architects technical
guidance for meeting the seven design requirements. The FHAG is not a formal regulation, but
courts have treated it as a safe harbor. If your design meets the FHAG, there is a legal presumption
that you have complied with the Fair Housing Act. That presumption is worth a lot in a dispute.

Accessible Entrance and Route: The FHAG specifies that at least one building entrance must be
connected to public transportation stops, accessible parking, and accessible passenger loading
zones by an accessible route. The accessible route must have a minimum clear width of 36 inches,
with a maximum slope of 1:12 for ramps and 1:20 for walking surfaces. Changes in level greater
than 1/2 inch require a ramp or elevator.

Site Impracticality: The FHAG acknowledges that some sites are steep enough to make
accessible entrances unrealistic. The test has two parts: whether the approach terrain exceeds 10
percent grade, and whether the cost of providing access exceeds a threshold. Courts have read this
exception narrowly, though. Do not count on it getting you off the hook unless the terrain is
genuinely extreme.

Door Requirements: Every door meant for people to walk through needs a 32-inch nominal clear
opening measured with the door at 90 degrees. For a standard hinged door, that usually means a
34-inch door in a 2-inch frame. The FHAG also spells out hardware, threshold heights, and
maneuvering clearances. Lever handles or anything else you can operate without gripping and
twisting are required.

Bathroom Configurations: The FHAG provides specific layouts for accessible bathrooms,
including options for parallel approach, forward approach, and in-swinging door configurations at
water closets. The guidelines include detailed dimensions for fixture clearances, grab bar
reinforcement locations, and door swing considerations. Understanding these standard
configurations allows architects to efficiently incorporate compliant bathrooms into unit layouts.
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3.2. ANSI A117.1 Accessible Design Standards

ANSI A117.1 is the detailed technical standard for accessible design. It is not a law by itself, but
the IBC and most state codes reference it, which makes compliance mandatory in practice. The
current edition is ICC A117.1-2017, updated on a five-year cycle.

Unit Types: A117.1 defines several levels of accessibility for dwelling units. Accessible units
meet the full accessibility requirements similar to ADA standards. Type A units provide a high
level of accessibility with some flexibility in feature requirements. Type B units correspond to the
Fair Housing Act requirements for covered dwelling units. Type C (Visitable) units include basic
accessibility features for visiting but not full accessibility.

Type B Unit Requirements: Type B units, which correlate to Fair Housing Act requirements,
include specifications for accessible routes, door widths, environmental control heights, bathroom
reinforcement, and kitchen and bathroom clearances. The 2017 edition provides two options: Type
B units with provision for Option A bathrooms or Option B bathrooms, which offer different
configurations for achieving the required maneuvering spaces.

Accessible Route Specifications: A117.1 provides detailed specifications for accessible routes
including clear width requirements of 36 inches minimum, passing space requirements at intervals
not exceeding 200 feet, turning space requirements of 60-inch diameter or T-shaped turning space,
and requirements for changes in level, door maneuvering clearances, and floor surfaces.

Reach Range Requirements: Environmental controls, electrical outlets, and other operable parts
must be within accessible reach ranges. Unobstructed forward reach ranges are 15 inches minimum
to 48 inches maximum. Side reach ranges are also 15 inches minimum to 48 inches maximum
unobstructed. When reach over obstructions is required, the maximum height is reduced based on
obstruction depth.

10
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3.3. ICC A117.1 and Model Code Integration

The IBC references ICC A117.1 for the technical how-to and then adds its own scoping rules that
determine where and how many accessible features a project needs. You have to read both
documents together to get the full picture.

IBC Chapter 11 Accessibility: Chapter 11 of the International Building Code establishes
accessibility scoping requirements, determining where and how many accessible features are
required. Section 1107 addresses dwelling units and sleeping units, specifying when Accessible
units, Type A units, and Type B units are required. The IBC also addresses accessible routes,
parking, signage, and other features that support accessible dwelling units.

Group R Occupancies: Residential occupancies are classified as Group R in the IBC. R-2
occupancies include apartment houses, boarding houses, and similar buildings containing more
than two dwelling units where occupants are primarily permanent. R-3 occupancies include one-
and two-family dwellings, adult care facilities housing 5 or fewer persons, and child care facilities
housing 5 or fewer persons. Different accessibility requirements apply to each occupancy type.

Type B Unit Scoping: The IBC requires that in Group R-2 occupancies containing more than 20
dwelling units, at least 2 percent of units but not less than one shall be Type A units. All other
units on accessible routes in R-2 occupancies are required to be Type B units. The correlation
between IBC Type B requirements and Fair Housing Act requirements ensures coordinated
compliance with both the building code and civil rights law.

Safe Harbors: HUD has blessed several standards as safe harbors for Fair Housing Act
compliance. The list includes the FHAG, ANSI A117.1-1986, the Fair Housing Act Design
Manual, and the 2000 and later editions of ICC A117.1 paired with the IBC. Using a recognized
safe harbor gives you a legal presumption of compliance, which is the strongest footing you can
be on if anyone challenges the design. The presumption can only be overcome by evidence of a
pattern of failures, not just an isolated miss.

11
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Chapter 4: Practical Applications in Residential Design

This chapter brings the requirements down to the level of actual design decisions. From grading
the site to detailing the kitchen sink, accessibility touches every scale of a residential project.

4.1. Site Design and Accessible Routes

Site design is where accessibility starts. If the routes between parking, entrances, and amenities do
not work, nothing inside the building matters. Getting the site right early avoids the kind of
expensive redesign that happens when someone realizes at the CD phase that the ramp does not
fit.

Site Analysis for Accessibility: Start the site analysis with accessibility in mind. Look at existing
slopes and drainage and figure out where the ground is flat enough to run an accessible route
without a marathon of ramps. Areas under 5 percent grade are your friends. Think about sun angles
and prevailing wind so accessible entrances land in locations that are comfortable year-round. Map
the connections to public sidewalks, transit stops, and neighboring properties so you understand
the full circulation picture.

Accessible Parking: Accessible parking spaces must be located on the shortest accessible route
to an accessible entrance. For residential facilities, the Fair Housing Act requires accessible
parking serving covered dwelling units. The minimum number of accessible spaces depends on
the total parking count and whether the housing serves specific populations. Accessible spaces
require an access aisle, appropriate signage, and a surface that is firm, stable, and slip-resistant.

Grading and Drainage: Site grading is a balancing act between accessibility slopes and drainage.
Accessible routes max out at 1:20 running slope and 1:48 cross slope. You still need positive
drainage, so water has to flow somewhere without ponding on the route. Drainage inlets along
accessible paths need grates with openings that will not trap a wheel or a cane tip.

Exterior Accessible Routes: Exterior accessible routes must maintain 36-inch minimum clear
width, with 60-inch passing spaces or T-intersections at reasonable intervals. Surface materials
must be firm, stable, and slip-resistant in both dry and wet conditions. Concrete, asphalt, and
certain pavers meet these requirements. Loose materials such as gravel, mulch, and sand are not
acceptable for accessible routes. Curb ramps are required where accessible routes cross curbs.

13
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4.2. Unit Interior Accessibility Features

What happens inside the unit determines whether someone can actually live there independently.
The Fair Housing Act sets the floor for covered units, and universal design principles point toward
what makes a unit genuinely comfortable rather than just technically compliant.

Entry and Circulation: The accessible route through the unit needs 36 inches of clear width.
Every passage door needs at least 32 inches of clear opening. Thresholds max out at half an inch,
beveled above a quarter inch. Hardware has to work with one hand and no gripping or twisting,
which makes lever handles the standard answer. Maneuvering clearances at doors depend on which
direction you approach from and how the door operates.

Living and Sleeping Areas: Living rooms and bedrooms need enough space for a wheelchair to
turn around. The code does not dictate where the furniture goes, but the layout has to allow a 60-
inch turning diameter or a T-shaped turn somewhere in the room. For closets, bi-fold or pocket
doors usually give better access than swing doors because they do not eat into the clearance when
open.

Environmental Controls: Light switches, electrical outlets, thermostats, and other environmental
controls must be in accessible locations. The standard mounting height places switches at 48 inches
maximum and outlets at 15 inches minimum above the floor. Controls must be operable with one
hand without tight grasping, pinching, or twisting. Rocker switches and lever controls are preferred
over toggle switches and round knobs.

Universal Design Enhancements: Going past the minimums makes the difference between a unit
that meets the letter of the law and one that people actually enjoy living in. Hallways at 42 inches
or wider make moving furniture easier for everyone. Blocking in the walls for future handrails
costs almost nothing during framing. Doorbell systems with visual indicators, provision for a
future lift or elevator, these additions are cheap upfront and avoid expensive retrofits down the
road.

15
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4.3. Kitchen and Bathroom Design Considerations

Kitchens and bathrooms are where accessibility gets complicated. Lots of fixtures, lots of
appliances, tight spaces. Meeting the requirements while keeping the rooms efficient and attractive
takes careful layout work and familiarity with the standard compliant configurations.

Kitchen Layout Requirements: Accessible kitchens must provide clearance for maneuvering at
all appliances, cabinets, and countertops. The standard U-shaped or L-shaped kitchen layout
typically requires 40-inch minimum clearance between opposing base cabinets or appliances. This
clearance allows both walking and wheelchair passage. A 60-inch turning diameter must be
achievable in the kitchen, which may require removable base cabinets or careful layout planning.

Kitchen Work Surfaces: The Fair Housing Act does not require knee clearance under counters,
but providing at least one work surface with clearance makes a real difference in usability. A 30-
inch section of counter at 34 inches max height with open space below allows seated food prep.
Adjustable-height counters and cooktops give maximum flexibility but cost more. At minimum,
controls and frequently used storage should be within accessible reach ranges.

Bathroom Fixture Clearances: Bathrooms in covered dwelling units must provide maneuvering
space at fixtures. The water closet requires either a side transfer space (parallel approach) or front
transfer space (forward approach). The lavatory must have knee clearance below and be mounted
at an accessible height. Bathtubs require parallel approach clearance along the length of the tub,
while showers require entry clearance and interior space for bathing. The FHAG and Al117.1
provide specific dimensions for compliant configurations.

Grab Bar Reinforcement: Every bathroom in a covered unit needs reinforced walls for future
grab bars. Reinforcement goes beside and behind the toilet, on three walls around the tub, and on
all walls around showers. The typical approach is 2x6 blocking or 3/4-inch plywood between studs.
This is a detail that gets missed during construction more than almost anything else, and it is
invisible once the drywall is up. Documenting reinforcement locations for the owner and future
owners is not optional if you want to avoid problems later.

Roll-In Showers: Roll-in showers are not required for Type B units under the Fair Housing Act,
but they provide the highest level of access for wheelchair users by eliminating the threshold
barrier entirely. Minimum size for a transfer-type roll-in is 36 by 36 inches. Universal design
projects often include them even when the code does not demand it, because they also appeal to
aging residents and anyone who simply prefers a curbless shower.

17
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Chapter 5: Implementation and Documentation

Getting the drawings right is only half the battle. Accessibility features have a nasty habit of getting
compromised during construction because of field conditions, product substitutions, or contractors
who do not understand the requirements. This chapter covers how to keep things on track from
design review through final punch list.

5.1. Design Review and Compliance Verification

Accessibility review should happen at multiple stages, not as a single check before permit
submission. Catching a fundamental problem at schematic design is cheap. Catching it in the field
is expensive. Catching it after a complaint is catastrophic.

Compliance Checklists: Systematic checklists based on applicable standards ensure
comprehensive review. The Fair Housing Act Design Manual includes detailed checklists
organized by the seven design requirements. HUD also publishes compliance forms for
documenting adherence to specific requirements. Many state housing finance agencies require
completed compliance checklists as part of funding applications for tax credit and bond-financed
projects.

Third-Party Review: A lot of developers hire independent accessibility consultants to review the
design separately from the architect's team. That extra set of eyes is worth the fee. Lenders, equity
investors, and housing finance agencies may require it. The consultant reviews drawings at
multiple stages and provides written certification, which is one more piece of evidence in your
favor if the design is ever challenged.

BIM-Based Checking: Building Information Modeling enables automated checking of certain
accessibility requirements. Model-based rules can verify door widths, fixture clearances, route
widths, and other dimensional requirements. While automated checking cannot replace human
review for interpretive requirements, it can efficiently catch common errors and ensure consistency
across large projects with many unit types.

Design Team Coordination: Accessibility compliance is not just the architect's problem.
Structural framing decisions can conflict with blocking requirements. Mechanical equipment can
end up in the middle of an accessible route. Door locations affect clearances at every nearby
fixture. Accessibility needs to be a standing item on every coordination meeting agenda, not
something people remember to bring up occasionally.
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5.2. Construction Administration for Accessibility

The construction phase is where good designs go to die if nobody is watching. Accessibility
features get knocked out of compliance by field decisions that seem minor to the people making
them but create real problems for the people who will live there.

Pre-Construction Meetings: Put accessibility on the table at the pre-con meeting. The GC needs
to acknowledge responsibility and assign someone to track accessibility-related work. Subs
handling doors, hardware, plumbing fixtures, electrical, and drywall should sit in on the
accessibility portions. If the people installing the blocking do not know why it matters, the blocking
will end up in the wrong place.

Submittal Review: Review every product submittal against accessibility requirements. Door
schedules need to confirm clear opening widths and hardware types. Fixture submittals need to
show compliant mounting heights and clearances. Electrical submittals need correct switch and
outlet heights. When somebody proposes a substitution, evaluate it against accessibility criteria,
not just looks and function.

Field Verification: Field observation should include systematic verification of accessibility
features. Critical inspection points include: verification of accessible route slopes and cross slopes
before paving, confirmation of door frame rough openings before drywall, inspection of grab bar
blocking before wall closure, measurement of fixture mounting heights after installation, and
verification of threshold heights at exterior doors.

Documentation and Records: Comprehensive documentation protects against future claims.
Photographs should document concealed conditions including blocking locations. Field reports
should note verified accessibility features. Certificates of compliance from third-party inspectors
should be retained. A final accessibility compliance report summarizing verification activities
provides evidence of due diligence.

19




Universal Design and the Fair Housing Act Ensuring Accessible Residential Spaces - A02-016

5.3. Case Studies in Accessible Multifamily Housing

Case studies show how these requirements play out on real projects with real constraints, real
budgets, and real construction crews.

Urban Infill Development: A 120-unit affordable project in Seattle had a 15-foot grade change
across the site and tight setbacks. The design team used a split-level building with accessible
entrances at two elevations, so every unit connected to an accessible route without needing a
monster ramp system. Common areas went at the lower entrance level. The project hit 100 percent
Type B compliance while keeping efficient unit layouts and a building that actually looks good.

Senior Housing Community: A 200-unit active adult community in Arizona went well beyond
Fair Housing Act minimums. Every unit got zero-step entries, 36-inch doors throughout, curbless
master bath showers, and grab bar blocking. Common areas included accessible raised garden
beds, bocce courts with accessible viewing, and a pool with zero-depth entry. Their market
research showed that universal design features were a major selling point, with buyers specifically
citing aging-in-place capability as a purchase driver.

Mixed-Income Urban Development: A 400-unit mixed-income development in Chicago
combined market-rate and affordable housing in a single high-rise building. The project included
5 percent fully accessible units with roll-in showers, hearing and vision accessibility features, and
enhanced kitchen accessibility as required for the affordable units receiving federal funding. All
other units met Type B requirements. The design team developed a standardized unit planning
approach that allowed accessible features to be incorporated without creating distinct accessible
and non-accessible unit types, supporting the development's goal of integrated housing.

Lessons Learned: The common threads in projects that get this right: accessibility planning starts
early, the consultant and design team collaborate throughout, contractors get educated and held
accountable, and somebody is actually checking the work in the field. Projects that run into
compliance failures almost always trace back to late discovery of requirements, inadequate field
verification, or miscommunication between the design office and the job site.
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Chapter 6: Future Directions and Considerations

Accessible housing is a moving target. Demographics, technology, and regulation keep shifting.
This chapter covers where things are headed and what architects should be thinking about beyond
the minimum code requirements.

6.1. Emerging Technologies and Aging in Place

Technology is opening up new ways to support independent living that go beyond physical
building features. Smart home systems, health monitoring, telehealth, and eventually robotics all
have roles to play.

Smart Home Integration: Voice controls, automated lighting, smart thermostats, remote-
operated locks. These technologies make a real difference for people with limited mobility or
dexterity. Installing the wiring and network infrastructure during construction costs almost nothing
and makes it much easier for residents to adopt these systems as they get better and cheaper over
time.

Health Monitoring Technologies: Remote health monitoring systems can detect falls, track
activity patterns, and alert caregivers to potential health issues. Some systems integrate with
building systems to monitor residents' routines and identify deviations that may indicate problems.
Housing designed to accommodate these technologies requires appropriate infrastructure
including robust internet connectivity, sensor mounting locations, and privacy-protective data
management systems.

Telehealth and Virtual Services: The COVID-19 pandemic proved that a lot of healthcare and
social services can be delivered remotely. Housing that supports telehealth, a quiet space for video
appointments, decent lighting for the camera, reliable internet, extends independent living by
cutting the need to travel to a doctor's office every time something comes up.

Robotic Assistance: Robots that help with housework, mobility, and personal care are still early
stage, but they are coming. Housing designed with generous clearances, smooth floor surfaces,
and power and data infrastructure throughout will be better positioned to accommodate whatever
shows up in the next 10 or 20 years.

Aging in Place Design Trends: The aging-in-place movement has generated growing consumer
demand for housing that anticipates future accessibility needs. Certified Aging-in-Place Specialist
(CAPS) training offered by the National Association of Home Builders has educated thousands of
professionals in accessible design principles. Consumer awareness of universal design features is
increasing, creating market incentives for accessible housing beyond regulatory minimums.
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6.2. Ethical Considerations and Social Responsibility

Accessible housing design raises ethical questions that go past what the code requires. Architects
carry professional and moral obligations to create housing that treats all residents with dignity.

Beyond Minimum Compliance: Meeting the minimum is not the same as doing right by the
residents. A 32-inch clear opening is technically compliant, but it can still be a tight squeeze for
some wheelchair users. Good design often exceeds the minimums because the minimums were set
as a floor, not a target. Thoughtful practitioners think about what actually works for real people in
real situations, not just what survives a plan check.

Housing Affordability and Accessibility: People with disabilities are overrepresented among
low-income households and face higher housing cost burdens than the general population. Making
sure affordable housing is also accessible is not a nice-to-have. It is essential. Architects on
affordable housing projects should push for solid accessibility features even when budgets are
tight, because the people who will live there are the ones who need it most.

Inclusive Community Design: An accessible apartment does not mean much if the neighborhood
around it has crumbling sidewalks, no transit, and no accessible businesses. Architects should think
about how their projects connect to and improve community accessibility. Site design that creates
accessible links to adjacent properties and public sidewalks extends the benefits well beyond the
property line.

Representation and Participation: The disability rights movement has a principle that says it
plainly: nothing about us without us. People with disabilities should have a voice in design
decisions that affect them. That might mean formal focus groups, consultation with disability
organizations, or having designers with disabilities on the project team. When users participate in
the process, the results actually reflect what they need.

Professional Responsibility: Architectural licensing laws and professional codes of ethics
establish obligations to protect public health, safety, and welfare. Accessible design is
fundamentally a health, safety, and welfare issue for people with disabilities. Architects who fail
to meet accessibility requirements not only expose their clients to legal liability but also fail to
meet their professional responsibilities. Continuing education in accessibility should be a priority
for all practicing architects.

Climate Change and Accessibility: Climate change is creating new problems for accessible
housing. Extreme heat hits people with limited mobility especially hard because they may not be
able to get to cooling or may have conditions that heat makes worse. Flooding and storms are
particularly dangerous for residents who cannot evacuate quickly. Designing for climate resilience
while maintaining full accessibility is going to become more important every year.
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Conclusion

Universal design and Fair Housing Act compliance are not optional skills for residential architects.
The population is aging, disability awareness is growing, and demand for accessible housing will
keep climbing. Architects who understand both the legal requirements and the design thinking
behind accessibility will be positioned to serve a market that is expanding year over year.

This course covers the foundation, but the learning does not stop here. Accessibility standards get
updated. New technologies create new possibilities. Court decisions keep refining what the Fair
Housing Act requires. Staying current means continuing education, professional organization
involvement, and regular conversation with accessibility specialists.

Beyond the technical requirements, accessible housing design is a chance to do work that
genuinely matters. A well-designed accessible home gives a person independence. It supports their
dignity. It lets them participate in their community. Architects who push past the minimums and
commit to real universal design are creating housing that serves everybody, and that is worth more
than checking a box on a compliance form.

The buildings going up today will house people for 50 or 60 years. Building in accessibility from
day one means the housing stays functional as residents age, as families change, and as new
technologies arrive. That kind of forward thinking is good professional practice, and it is the
responsible way to treat the built environment.
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