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THE ABCS OF ACCESSORY 
DWELLING UNITS

Whether you call them in-law suites or “granny 
flats”, or any other name, Accessory Dwelling 
Units (ADUs) – small, separate dwelling units 
built on the same land as a detached home –
are gaining in popularity.

California, where regulators first passed 
significant ADU legislation in 2019, sees them as 
part of the answer to the growing housing crisis, 
requiring cities and counties to incentivize and 
promote the creation of ADUs that provide 
income opportunities for homeowners and 
affordable rental options for low-to-moderate 
income households.

In January 2020, before the pandemic took hold, 
California homes with ADUs were selling about 
1.8 percent faster than the year earlier. Just ten 
months later in November 2020, the pace 
jumped to 26 percent faster and the median 
listing price for homes with ADUs was $567,000, 
up 14.5 percent year-over-year.

Because ADUs make use of existing housing 
stock, they are environmentally friendly, and far 
less costly to build than a traditional home. An 
AARP survey found that homeowners over age 
50 who would consider building an ADU:

• To provide an independent living situation for 
a loved one (84%)

• To have space for guests (69%)
• To increase the value of their home (67%)
• To feel safer having someone living nearby 

(63%)
• To earn extra income by renting to a tenant 

(53%) 

If there is anything stopping more Californians 
from converting their garages into ADUs, or 
constructing one in their backyards, it may be the 
outdated zoning laws in some jurisdictions, which 
is why California regulators passed additional 
regulations in January 2021 designed to boost 
applications for ADU permits.

However, California is not alone in permitting 
ADUs. New Hampshire passed an ordinance in 
2017 requiring local zoning ordinances to allow 
ADUs nearly everywhere where single-family 
houses are permitted.

In the twin cities of Minnesota, all types of ADUs 
– internal, attached and detached – have been 
allowed to be built on single- and two-family lots 
since 2014.

In Tennessee, ADUs are permitted in any 
residential zoning district with lawfully existing 
single-family dwellings.

Statistics show there is a balance to strike 
between the strictness of ADU regulations and 
how often they get built. In Portland, Oregon, for 
example, once ADU rules were relaxed and 
impact fees waived, the number of ADUs built 
there increased dramatically.  

To determine the regulations in your community, 
call the office in charge of land use and permits. If 
ADUs are not allowed, residents can ask the local 
department of zoning and planning how the 
codes can be updated.


