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The ADU 
Design&
Permitting 
Process

While every ADU is unique—and 
every ADU development project 
presents its own set of 
challenges—there are certain 
steps that just about everyone 
has to go through. In the pages 
ahead, we’ll outline those steps. 
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1. Funding: Ensure that you have ready access to 
sufficient 

2. With rough budget in mind, brainstorm project scope 
3. Talk to a city planner to determine feasibility. Read up 

on municipal ADU by-laws. 
4. Uncover any major property specific design/cost red 

flag issues, including: 
• A buried oil tank or cess pool. These systems may 

have to be removed if they are close to where a 
foundation will be placed. 

• Poor sewer line. If the existing sewer line is in a state 
of deferred maintenance, the ADU could trigger the 
need to update it. Sewer work in the public right of 
way is notoriously expensive. 

• Depending on the location and deed of the property, 
there may be special restrictions that go beyond the 
restrictions listed in the standard municipal zoning 
ADU code. These may include, but are not limited to 
deed restrictions, homeowners associations with 
Covenants, Conditions & Restrictions, historic design 
overlays, conservation or wetland overlay districts. 

The ADU 
Design&
Permitting 
Process
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5. Rough sketch ideas for site plans 
6. Talk to neighbors for early feedback, identify 

objections or potential conflicts 
7. Interview architects or designers. Optimally, select 

professionals who have a passion for, or knowledge 
about small space residential design or have 
experience with ADU design.

8. Find reputable builders or general contractors and 
subs. If owner is acting as the general 

9. contractor, identify a licensed plumber, mechanical, 
electrical subcontractor. You may base your 
assessment of them on costs, references, and 
communication skills. 

10. Access financing as needed for the design and 
permitting phase 

The ADU 
Design&
Permitting 
Process
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11. Architect draws up schematic drawing (or 3D 
models) based on your project goals 

12. Integrated Design Build Process- Meet with 
designer, builder, and subs to talk through
objectives and schematics to get input and 
feedback about the schematic design. 

13. Review heating and cooling and utility connection 
needs with the subs. 

14. Designer refines schematics 

15. Designer builds a 3D model of the design 

16. Designer finalizes design from owner and builder 

17. In accordance with code requirements, designer 
develops drawings and structural engineering 
calculations and other documentation to support 
permit application 

18. Submit drawings to the City or County for permit 

19. Obtain permits 

The ADU 
Design&
Permitting 
Process

BuildinganADU.com 8



Budgeting 
for an 
ADU

What’s it going to cost? That’s the 
question that is almost always at 
the top of the list of concerns 
people have when considering 
building and ADU. On the page 
that follows, you’ll find estimates 
based on the 2015 “Costs of 
Constructing a Home” survey 
from the National Association of 
Home Builders. 

From National Association of 
Home Builders, 2015

While the costs listed here for a 
2,800 sq ft home may not be 
applicable, the percentages are 
useful to understand where 
money will be spent during 
construction. To understand how 
much ADUs may actually cost, we 
recommend that you read the 
Calculating Costs posts on 
BuildinganADU.com
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Type of 
construction 
contracts

The relationship you have with 
your builder will become one of 
the most important relationships 
you have in this period of your 
life. And the basis for that 
relationship is the contract you 
sign with him. There are myriad 
contract types, and on the
pages ahead we detail different 
forms of fixed-price contracts.  
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Lump Sum 
Contract

With this kind of contract the engineer and/or contractor 
agrees to do the a described and specified project for a fixed 
price. Also named "Fixed Fee Contract". Often used in 
engineering contracts. 

A Fixed Fee or Lump Sum Contract is suitable if the scope and 
schedule of the project are sufficiently defined to allow the 
consulting engineer to estimate project costs. 

Unit Price 
Contract 

This kind of contract is based on estimated quantities of items 
included in the project and their unit prices. The final price of 
the project is dependent on the quantities needed to carry out 
the work. 

In general this contract is only suitable for construction and 
supplier projects where the different types of items, but not 
their numbers, can be accurately identified in the contract 
documents. 

It is not unusual to combine a Unit Price Contract for parts of 
the project with a Lump Sum Contract or other types of 
contracts. 

TYPES OF 
CONTRACTS
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Cost Plus 
Contract 

A contract agreement wherein the purchaser agrees to pay the 
cost of all labor and materials plus an amount for contractor 
overhead and profit (usually as a percentage of the labor and 
material cost). The contracts may be specified as 
Cost + Fixed Percentage Contract 
Cost + Fixed Fee Contract 
Cost + Fixed Fee with Guaranteed Maximum Price Contract 
Cost + Fixed Fee with Bonus Contract 
Cost + Fixed Fee with Guaranteed Maximum Price and Bonus 

Contract 
Cost + Fixed Fee with Agreement for Sharing Any Cost 

Savings Contract 
This types of contracts are favored where the scope of the 
work is indeterminate or highly uncertain and the kinds of 
labor, material and equipment needed are also uncertain. 
Under this arrangement complete records of all time and 
materials spent by the contractor on the work must be 
maintained. 

Cost + Fixed 
Percentage 
Contract 

Compensation is based on a percentage of the cost. 

Cost + Fixed 
Fee Contract 

Compensation is based on a fixed sum independent the final 
project cost. The customer agrees to reimburse the 
contractor's actual costs, regardless of amount, and in addition 
pay a negotiated fee independent of the amount of the actual 
costs. 

TYPES OF 
CONTRACTS
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Cost + Fixed 
Fee with 
Guaranteed 
Maximum 
Price 
Contract 

Compensation is based on a fixed sum of money. The total 
project cost will not exceed an agreed upper limit. 

Cost + Fixed 
Fee with 
Bonus 
Contract 

Compensation is based on a fixed sum of money. A bonus is 
given if the project finish below budget, ahead of schedule 
etc. 

Cost + Fixed 
Fee with 
Guaranteed 
Maximum 
Price and 
Bonus 
Contract 

Compensation is based on a fixed sum of money. The total 
project cost will not exceed an agreed upper limit and a bonus 
is given if the project is finished below budget, ahead of 
schedule etc. 

Cost + Fixed 
Fee with 
Agreement 
for Sharing 
Any Cost 
Savings 
Contract 

Compensation is based on a fixed sum of money. Any cost 
savings are shared with the buyer and the contractor. 

TYPES OF 
CONTRACTS
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Incentive 
Contracts 

Compensation is based on the engineering and/or contracting 
performance according an agreed target - budget, schedule 
and/or quality. 
The two basic categories of incentive contracts are 
• Fixed Price Incentive Contracts 
• Cost Reimbursement Incentive Contracts
Fixed Price Incentive Contracts are preferred when contract 
costs and performance 
requirements are reasonably certain. 
Cost Reimbursement Contract provides the initially negotiated 
fee to be adjusted later by a formula based on the relationship 
of total allowable costs to total target costs. This type of 
contract specifies a target cost, a target fee, minimum and 
maximum fees, and a fee adjustment formula. After project 
performance, the fee payable to the contractor is determined 
in accordance with the formula. 

TYPES OF 
CONTRACTS

BuildinganADU.com 15



Sample 
Construction
plans

Like a lot of things on life, ADU 
success is all about planning. In 
the pages that follow, you’ll find 
sample site plans, floor and 
foundation plans, section 
drawings and building elevation 
drawings. These sample plans 
show what types of drawings 
and details are required for 
permitted new construction. 
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Sample 
plans
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Sample 
plans
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Sample 
plans
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Sample 
plans
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ADU
CONFIGUR-
ATIONS

ADUs come in a variety of 
shapes and sizes. They also can 
have a variety of relationships 
with the main dwelling. In this 
section, we’ll explain the more 
common arrangements.
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ADU 
Configur-
ations

Here are the six most common configurations for ADUs:

1. Detached, stand-alone ADU
2. Basement ADU
3. Garage conversion ADU
4. Above-garage ADU
5. Internal ADU
6. Bump-out ADU
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External ADU Basement ADU

Garage conversion ADU

Above-garage ADUs

Bump-out ADU

Internal ADU
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ADU 
Survey 
Insights

Portland, Oregon, has been at 
the forefront of the ADU 
movement. We analyzed the 
results from a 2013 survey of 
Portland ADU owners. Survey 
responses provided the first 
statistically valid information 
about some common claims and 
question about the impacts of 
ADUs on neighborhoods and 
cities.

From the Oregon Department 
of Environmental Quality 2013 

Survey of ADUs
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1. ADUs do provide housing. At any one time about 80% of 
ADUs are in use as long-term residences. The remaining 
20% have alternative uses, but can be converted to 
housing with no further construction or permitting. 
Changing uses is part of the attraction for owners. 

2. Most properties with ADUs (64%) are occupied by their 
owner, even though Portland has no requirement they 
do so. 

3. ADUs seem to be at least as attractive to renters as 
apartments in multifamily buildings, and may be 
preferred by them. 

4. ADUs are likely to have a low environmental impact 
compared to other dwellings. Their median area per 
resident is 44% lower than newly constructed single 
family residences, and some ADUs have a notable 
number of above-code green features. 

ADU 
Survey 
INSIGHTS
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5. ADUs are associated with an average of 0.93 cars per 
dwelling, lower than the Portland average of 1.31 for 
all new rentals. Of those 0.93, an average of 0.46 are 
parked on the street. Since ADUs are also extremely 
rare, ADUs have had negligible impact on parking 
conditions citywide. ADUs may be as effective in 
reducing vehicles owned per household as transit-
oriented developments. 

6. ADUs do serve older persons, both as places to live 
and assets to own, but not to a greater extent than 
other forms of housing. However, many Portland ADUs 
are owned by 55-64 year-olds, who will be 65+ in a 
decade. The beneficial effect of ADUs for older 
persons will likely be larger then. 

7. ADUs support the community economically through 
one-time construction costs, averaging $78,760 per 
unit, and ongoing property taxes, estimated to 
average $1134/yr (using recent tax levy rates). 

ADU 
SURVEY
INSIGHTS
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8. The claim that ADUs provide affordable rental 
housing is a complex one to evaluate. Housing 
affordability has been defined in many ways, and ADUs 
have unusual properties as rentals. 18% of Portland 
ADUs are occupied for free or extremely low cost. This 
unregulated, “volunteer” affordable housing has been 
created with little subsidy or intervention from the 
government. Meanwhile, about 80% of ADUs rent for 
market rates, or a slight premium, compared to 
apartments of similar size and location. 

9. Financial gain through rental income is the most 
common motivation for the homeowner-developers 
who create ADUs, followed by housing for a family 
member or helper. Construction costs, design 
constraints and financing are the most common 
barriers to ADU development. 

Overall, ADUs seem to differ from other housing in the individualistic 
ways they are created, owned, and managed by typical homeowners 
rather than developers and investors. In Portland, this “grassroots,” 
non-professionalized kind of development appears to be providing a 
variety of benefits to owners and community. 

ADU 
SURVEY
INSIGHTS
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More ADU 
Resources

While ADUs are only starting to be 
embraced in many major 
metropolitan areas, information 
about them is somewhat limited. But 
here are a few excellent resources:
AccessoryDwellings.org
A one-stop source for ADU 
information

BuildinganADU.com
A site for homeowners who want to 
build an ADU on their property

pdxadu.blogspot.com
In-depth personal ADU project blog

AccessoryDwellingStrategies.com
ADU consulting, speaking, classes, 
tours

Book coming soon.... 
Backdoor Revolution:
The Definitive Guide to ADU 
Development 
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