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Appendix E 

“Visitability” Best Practices  
To inform how best to develop new code that advances universal design principles and provide better 

housing opportunity for people of all ages and abilities, City staff consulted with Residential Infill Project 

Stakeholder Advisory Committee member Alan DeLaTorre, Ph.D, Research Associate with the Institute of 

Aging at Portland State University (PSU). City staff sought a broader base of knowledge beyond Alan’s 

contributions and information gained from prior Phase I outreach to the Portland Commission on Disability 

and at the 2016 Age-Friendly Housing workshop. 

Alan recommended collaborating on a strategy for advancing “visitability,” an increasingly-used term used to 

describe a base level of housing accessibility. There are three main principles of visitability – at least one zero-

step entrance, wide doorways and hallways for clear passage, and at least one bathroom on the main floor of 

a house that can be used, without accommodation from others, by a person in a wheelchair or using another 

type of mobility device. The collaborative effort aimed to identify how best to create incentives or 

requirements for some or all of these features. 

The team assembled a two-part focus group to inform its analysis. One focus group represented consumers 

and users, the other group consisted of designers and builders. Notes taken during these discussions are 

included in this Appendix. Focus group participants are shown below. 

Visibility Focus Group Facilitator: Alan DeLaTorre, Ph.D. – Portland State University, Institute on Aging  

Visitability Focus Group #1 

Robert Freeman – Robert Freeman Architecture  

Brenda Jose – Portland Commission on Disability, Unlimited Choices 

Thalia Martinez-Parker – REACH Community Development, Inc. 

Julia Metz – Portland Community Reinvestment Initiative, Inc. 

Michael Mitchoff – Portland Houseworks 

Garlynn Woodsong – Woodsong Property Renovation Partners, LLC 

 

Visitability Focus Group #2 

Nikole Cheron – City of Portland, Office of Equity and Human Rights  

Larry Cross – Portland Commission on Disability 

Marie Cushman – Portland resident 

Susan Cushman – United Cerebral Palsy of Oregon and SW Washington 

Myra Sicilia – Portland Commission on Disability, Sakura Counseling 

Joe Wykowski – Community Vision 

 

Alan also collaborated with a team of undergraduate students from his age-friendly design class, who 

assisted in the focus groups and developed a nationwide inventory of visitability best practices. 

 

Visitability Research 

Alan DeLaTorre, Ph.D. – Portland State University, Institute on Aging 

Alex Freeman – Portland State University 

Matthew Wadleigh – Portland State University 
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Identification of U.S. States with Standards for Visitability 

The following U.S. states have standards that aim to achieve some levels of visitability: California, Maryland, 
Oregon, Pennsylvania and Texas. 

Inventory of Local Regulatory Mandates for Visitability 

Austin, TX   Date of Adoption: 2014 

Weblink to Policy Description: www.austintexas.gov/edims/document.cfm?id=205386 / 
www.austintexas.gov/sites/default/files/files/Planning/Residential/Visitability_Presentation.pdf / 
www.austintexas.gov/edims/document.cfm?id=202500  

Key Features to Implementation: "A dwelling must be accessible by at least one no-step entrance with a 
beveled threshold of 1/2 inch or less and a door with a clear width of at least 32 inches.  The entrance may be 
located at the front, rear, or side, or in the garage or carport, of the dwelling". Ramps leading to entrance 
must not exceed 1:50 grade slope. 

External Design Highlights (entry, halls/doors, bathrooms, kitchen, electrical, etc.): Only direct mention of 
parking/garages in the policy document is R320.7, which requires an approved entrance to have a no more 
than 1:50 sloped ramp from a garage, driveway, public street, or sidewalk to reach the no-step entrance. 

Internal Design Highlights (site, yard, paths, patios, parking, etc.): Bathrooms: Minimum 30 inches clear 
opening, lateral 2x6 blocking installed flush with studs in bathroom walls 34 inches from and parallel to the 
floor except behind the lavatory. Route to bathroom must remain 32 inches wide from entrance to bathroom 
entrance. Electrical Switches/controls no higher than 48 inches from floor, outlets no higher than 15 inches 
except outlets designed into the floor. 

Exemptions or exceptions: Does not apply to remodels or additions; waiver of exterior visitable route 
provision for: 1) lots with 10 percent or greater slope prior to development; or 2) properties for which 
compliance cannot be achieved without the use of switchbacks. 

Bolingbrook, IL   Date of Adoption: 2003  

Weblink to Policy Description: www.bolingbrook.com/vertical/sites/%7B55EB27CA-CA9F-40A5-A0EF-
1E4EEF52F39E%7D/uploads/MunicipalCodeChpt25.pdf 

Key Features to Implementation: Zero step entrance, ramps to not exceed 1:12. “All exterior and interior 
doors shall not be less than 3 feet in width and 6 feet, 8 inches in height, and shall provide a minimum clear 
opening of 32 inches. All required exit doors shall be side hinged. The minimum width of a hallway or exit 
access shall not be less than 42 inches." 

External Design Highlights (entry, halls/doors, bathrooms, kitchen, electrical, etc.): "This step free entrance 
shall be approached by a slope no greater than 1 in 12 (less steep is desirable). This entrance can be 
approached by a sidewalk, a driveway, a garage floor, or other useable route. The step free entrance may be 
located at any entrance to the home. If the step free entrance is located in the garage, a door bell button 
shall be located outside the overhead garage door. In a case where a lot is so steep that it cannot be graded 
to a maximum slope of 1:12, the driveway may have to exceed a 1:12 slope. In this case, upon approval by 
the Building Commissioner, the builder may construct a 1:12 (or less) route leading from the driveway to the 
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no-step entrance. If the grade of a lot is so steep that providing a step free entrance would be unfeasible or 
dangerous, the Building Commissioner may waive this requirement." 

Internal Design Highlights (site, yard, paths, patios, parking, etc.): One zero-step entrance into the home. 
One bathroom on the same level as the zero-step entrance. Bathroom wall reinforced for grab bars. 
Minimum 42-inch wide hallways and 36-inch passageways. Electrical wall outlets/ receptacles shall be 15 
inches above the finished floor. Wall switches controlling light fixtures and fans shall be a maximum 48 inches 
above the finished floor. All exterior and interior doors shall be 32 inches in width. 

Exemptions or exceptions: Multiple exceptions per item in code. No direct mention to specific garage code. 

Dublin City, CA   Date of Adoption: 2007  

Weblink to Policy Description: www.codepublishing.com/CA/Dublin/Dublin07/Dublin0790.html 

Key Features to Implementation: The accessible primary entrance that is consistent with the requirements of 
CBC Chapter 11A. The floor or landing at and on the exterior and interior side of the accessible entrance door 
that is either of the following: consistent with the requirements of CBC Chapter 11A; or the width of the level 
area on the side to which the accessible entrance door swings shall extend 24 inches past the strike edge of 
the door. 

External Design Highlights (entry, halls/doors, bathrooms, kitchen, electrical, etc.): At least one doorbell is 
provided for accessible entry door. An exterior accessible route must not be less than 40 inches wide and not 
have a slope greater than 1:20. Exterior accessible door that has a 34-inch net clear opening. If on the 
primary entry level, miscellaneous areas or facilities (such as a patio or yard, laundry room, or storage area) 
for the dwelling must have an accessible route to and from the accessible entrance, either through the 
dwelling unit or around the dwelling unit. 

Internal Design Highlights (site, yard, paths, patios, parking, etc.): At least one accessible route through the 
hallway consistent with the requirements of CBC chapter 11A from the entrance of the dwelling unit to the 
primary entry level restroom/bathroom, a common use room, and the kitchen if located on the primary level. 
No sunken or raised area in the bathroom. Handrails may be installed along the accessible route.  This route 
must have a minimum width of 42 inches. Restroom/ bathroom must have grab bar reinforcement for the 
shower or tub. Clear space in the restroom/ bathroom outside the swing of the door or a 48-inch circle. Sink 
controls not requiring tight grasping, pinching or twisting of the wrist are required in the bathroom and 
kitchen. 

Exemptions or exceptions: A 34-inch clear doorway width may be requested from a hallway with a 39-inch 
width, and a 36-inch clear doorway width may be requested from a hallway with a 36-inch width. 

Pima County, AZ   Date of Adoption: 2003 

Weblink to Policy Description: www.accessiblesociety.org/topics/housing/pimacoruling.html / 
http://idea.ap.buffalo.edu//visitability/reports/existingcitylaws.htm 

Key Features to Implementation: Zero step entrance; lever door handles. 

External Design Highlights (entry, halls/doors, bathrooms, kitchen, electrical, etc.): No explicit mention of 
external features. 
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Internal Design Highlights (site, yard, paths, patios, parking, etc.): Reinforced walls in bathrooms for grab 
bars, switches no higher than 48 inches. Hallways must be at least 36 inches wide throughout main floor. 
Electrical outlets and light switches that are reachable by someone in a wheelchair. 

Pine Lake, GA   Date of Adoption: 2007 

Weblink to Policy Description: 
www.municode.com/library/ga/pine_lake/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=PTIICOOR_CH54PLDE_ARTIIR
E_S54-33VICO / www.pinelakega.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/08/City-of-Pine-Lake-Zoning-Ordinance.pdf    

Key Features to Implementation: Zero step entry. This zero-step entrance can be at any entrance to the 
home with the slope approaching this entrance no greater than 1:12. Threshold on the entrance no more 
than a 1/2 in height. 32-inch minimum clearing for interior doors and 30-inch minimum width of hallways. All 
required exit doors shall be side hinged. Hallways shall not be less than 42 inches in width and all 
passageways, other than doorways to be no less than 36 inches in width. 

External Design Highlights (entry, halls/doors, bathrooms, kitchen, electrical, etc.): Step-free entrance shall 
be approached by a slope no greater than 1:12 (less steep is desirable). In a case where a lot is so steep that it 
cannot be graded to a maximum slope of 1:12, the driveway may have to exceed a 1:12 slope. In this case, 
upon approval by the Building Commissioner, the builder may construct a 1:12 (or less) route leading from 
the driveway to the no-step entrance. 

Internal Design Highlights (site, yard, paths, patios, parking, etc.): Grab bars required in restrooms/ 
bathrooms made of wood blocking within wall framing. This reinforced wall must be located between 33 
inches and 36 inches above the finished floor and must be in all walls adjacent to a toilet, shower stall or 
bathtub. At least one bathroom/restroom containing at least one toilet and one sink on the dwelling floor. 

Exemptions or exceptions: Multiple exceptions laid out per item in code. 

San Antonio, TX   Date of Adoption: 2002  

Weblink to Policy Description: www.sanantonio.gov/Portals/0/Files/DAO/UD-Ordinance95641.pdf 

Key Features to Implementation: Flat entrance with a beveled threshold of 1/2 inch or less, all interior doors 
no less than 32 inches wide except doors leading to closet of less than 15 square feet. Each hallway at least 
36 inches wide and level, with ramped or beveled changes at each door threshold. 

External Design Highlights (entry, halls/doors, bathrooms, kitchen, electrical, etc.): At least one entrance 
shall have a 36-inch no step door and be on an accessible route. An accessible route is a continuous, 
unobstructed path at least 36 inches wide connecting all interior and exterior elements and spaces of a house 
and site, Including corridors, parking, curb ramps, crosswalks and sidewalks. No explicit mention of parking or 
garages in code. 

Internal Design Highlights (site, yard, paths, patios, parking, etc.): Bathrooms to have studs in wall around 
toilet to facilitate future grab bar installation. Bathtub/Shower to either have studs for grab bars or room for 
pre-approved ADA compliant alteration. All doorknobs to be lever handles. Light switches, electrical panels, 
and thermostat to be no less than 48 inches from the floor. All electrical plug or receptacles at least 15 inches 
from floor. 
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Inventory of Local Incentives for Visitability 

Escanaba, MI   Date of Adoption: 2002  

Weblink to Policy Description: www. escanaba.org/images/11/file/visabord.pdf 

Key Features to Implementation: Must comply with State of Michigan code standard for accessible route, 
doorway must be 36 inches wide minimum. 

External Design Highlights (entry, halls/doors, bathrooms, kitchen, electrical, etc.): Sidewalks and ramps 
that are part of the visitable route shall have a maximum slope and length as follows: Sidewalks: 1/20 N/L, 
Type 1 Ramp. 1/8 5-foot (max 7.5-inch rise), Type 2 Ramp. 1/10 12-foot (max. 14.5-inch rise), Type 3 Ramp. 
1/12 30-foot (Between Landings), Width: The route shall have a minimum clear width of 36 inches. Landings: 
Landings in a visitable route shall be not less than 36 inches by 36 inches clear or shall meet the Michigan 
Accessibility Code whichever is greater. Surfaces: Surfaces shall be non-slip. Drainage: Cross-slope shall be no 
greater than 1/50. Only direct mention comes from section 6.39(2), "The entrance may be at the front, side, 
or back of a dwelling if it is served by an accessible route such as a garage or sidewalk." 

Internal Design Highlights (site, yard, paths, patios, parking, etc.): Wide doorways and a half bath on the 
first floor, the code addresses hallways, bathroom design and the height of wall switches and receptacles. 

Irvine, CA   Date of Adoption: 1999 

Weblink to Policy Description: www.cityofirvine.org/community-development/accessibility-universal-
design#Design Features 

Key Features to Implementation: N/A 

External Design Highlights (entry, halls/doors, bathrooms, kitchen, electrical, etc.): Accessible path of travel 
to dwelling, Maximum ½-inch vertical change in level at thresholds, 32-inch wide interior doors, Lever door 
hardware, doorbell no higher than 48 inches. "No specific mention to parking or Garage requirements." 

Internal Design Highlights (site, yard, paths, patios, parking, etc.): Visual fire alarms and visual doorbells 
Switches, outlets and thermostats at 15 inches to 48 inches above the floor Rocker light switches Closet rods 
and shelves adjustable from 3 feet to 5 feet-6 inches high Residential elevator or lift; Bathrooms: Grab bar 
backing in walls, Grab bars, 5-foot diameter turning circle, 36 inches by 36 inches or 30 inches by 48 inches of 
clear space, Lavatory with lever faucet controls, Open-front lavatory with knee space and protection panel, 
Contrasting color edge border at countertops, Anti-scald devices on all plumbing fixtures, 17 inches to 19 
inches high water closet seat, Roll-in shower in lieu of standard tub or shower, Shower stall with 4-inch lip in 
lieu of standard tub, Hand-held adjustable shower head. Kitchen:  30 inches by 48 inches clear space at 
appliances or 60-inch diameter clear space for U-shaped kitchen, Removable base cabinets at sink, 
Countertop height repositioning to 28 inches high, Lever controls at kitchen sink faucet, Base cabinets with 
pull-out shelves, Base cabinets with Lazy Susans, Contrasting color edge border at countertops, Microwave 
oven at countertop height Under cabinet task lighting. 
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Monroeville, PA   Date of Adoption: 2006  

Weblink to Policy Description: www. monroeville.pa.us/ordinances/ORD2419.pdf 

Key Features to Implementation: No step entry, and having a threshold no greater than three fourths inch. In 
addition, a place where pedestrians may enter from a public right of way. This includes sidewalks, driveway, 
streets, alleys and paths.  No-step entrances must have a clear open width of at least 32 inches. 

External Design Highlights (entry, halls/doors, bathrooms, kitchen, electrical, etc.): The no step entry could 
be through an entrance through the visitable level of the dwelling through an integral garage. 

Internal Design Highlights (site, yard, paths, patios, parking, etc.): Interior paths on visitable level must have 
a clear open width of at least 32 inches and be equipped with lever opening hardware. Interior hallways must 
be 36 inches in width throughout the length. One powder room or one full bathroom is required on the 
visitable level. Bathroom must be a minimum of 30 inches by 48 inches of clear floor space. Plumbing fixtures 
and entry doors must be equipped with lever style hardware. All powder rooms and full bathrooms 
throughout the house shall have a reinforcement of at least two inches by eight inches of blocking in the wall 
to allow for installation of grab bars. The reinforcement must be capable to resist pulling and benign forces of 
at least 250 pounds. 

Exemptions or exceptions: Lights switches can't be higher than 48 inches above the floor. 

Montgomery County, MA   Date of Adoption: 2009  

Weblink to Policy Description: www. montgomerycountymd.gov/HHS-
Program/Resources/Files/A%26D%20Docs/DFLM/DFLMGuidelinesVoluntaryCertificationProgram09.pdf 

Key Features to Implementation: No step entry at front door, back door or side door. Walking surfaces must 
have a slope no steeper than 1:20. Floor or ground surfaces shall be stable and slip resistant. Building 
entrance must have width of 32 inches when the door is open 90 degrees. 

External Design Highlights (entry, halls/doors, bathrooms, kitchen, electrical, etc.): Accessible routes shall 
consist of one or more of the following components: Walking surfaces with a slope not steeper than 1:20. 
Doorways, ramps, curb ramps, elevators, and wheelchair (platform) lifts. Floor or ground surfaces shall be 
stable, firm, and slip resistant.   

Internal Design Highlights (site, yard, paths, patios, parking, etc.): Hallways must be 36 inches in width. The 
powder room/bathroom shall be large enough to accommodate a clear space of 2 foot-6 inches by 4 feet-
zero inches. 

Exemptions or exceptions: New homes and renovated homes can apply for the permit, can either be level 1 
which focuses on visitability or level 2 which includes livability. 

 

 
 
 


