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It requires buildings and other places 
used by the public to be accessible for 
people with physical, sensory or 
mental impairments. This means that 
areas like parking lots, bathrooms, 
doorways and even water fountains 
must adhere to certain standards to be 
compliant with the ADA. 

The standards discussed in this article 
are based on the national standards; 
however, local codes may have 
variances. It is important to check 
with local building code officials for 
the requirements in effect in different 
jurisdiction.

There are several key considerations 
for door hardware to comply with to 
meet ADA requirements such as the 
approach to the door, the opening 
clearance, thresholds, surfaces, 
operating hardware, closing speed, 
opening force, and exit door signage.

The History of ADA

The ADA was signed into law by U.S. 
President George H.W. Bush in 1990. 
It was created to ensure people with 
disabilities can access public 
accommodations, state and local 
government services (including 
schools), transportation, and 
telecommunications. 

Between 1990 and 1999, this act was 
governed by the ADA. There were no 
standards or explanatory materials to 
clarify the ADA law, but this changed 
when accessibility was addressed by 
the International Code Council (ICC), 
beginning with the International 
Building Code (IBC) published in 
2000 under Chapter 11, Accessibility. 

Today, there are two national 
standards for accessibility used to 
ensure compliance with the ADA: The 
Americans with Disability Act 
Accessibility Guidelines (ADAAG) [1], 
and ICC A117.1, Standard for 
Accessibility and Usable Buildings and 
Facilities. This article will focus on 
ADAAG, under which physical 
disabilities affecting openings include:

• Inability to walk or difficulty 
walking;

• Blindness and visual 
impairments;

• Deafness and hearing 
impairments;

• Reaching and manipulating 
disabilities; and

• Difficulty interpreting and/or 
reacting to sensory information.

Accessible Door Design and 
Hardware: An Overview

Door hardware is one of the many 
components inside a building that 
must meet ADA standards. The main 
priority for building compliance is to 
provide measures that will enable 
individuals with disabilities, including 
employees, to physically enter a 
facility, and to provide access to those 
areas where goods and services are 
made available to the public. This 
includes lobbies and restrooms. For 
building owners, this includes 
removing barriers, such as plants, 
desks, and walls that could easily 
hinder accessibility.

Section 404 concentrates on doors, 
doorways and gates that are part of an 
accessible route. There are two door 
designs: swinging and sliding. 

Each has their own specifications for width, 
height, length and hardware selected (i.e., 
knobs vs. levers), open space on the sides of 
doors to accommodate wheelchairs, or other 
mobility devices, etc.

Approaches

To understand the approach requirements in 
accordance with ADAAG 404.2.4.1, 
Swinging Doors and Gates, consideration 
must be given to the minimum 
maneuverability clearance, which is based on 
how a person approaches—from the pull or 
push side.

Figure 1

tion. They serve as an advocate for the mentee whenev-
er the opportunity presents itself and are always seeking 
opportunities for increased visibility and deeper under-
standing. In many cases, playing devil’s advocate to help 
the mentee think through important decisions, strategies
or application.

Example: If Alex saw something on a project he was 
working on individually that could be used as a learning
tool, he would do something very di�cult. He would stop, 
call down to me and say “Son, grab your notebook and 
come down here. I have something you have got to see.” 
Some of the most challenging projects I worked on were 
the ones Alex pulled me into. He did not give me the 
answers; rather, he empowered me to think, and 
challenged me to understand and not be intimidated at
the chance of failure.

3. Regularly challenging you to be more. A mentor 
pushes you to hone and learn new skills while igniting a 
passion for your craft. They are willing to take you under 
their wing for the sole purpose of helping you stay 
motivated and discover your own identity and path. 
Mentors look for ways to make you successful; many 
times with the hope that you surpass their greatest 
accomplishments.

Example: Alex never spoke to me as if I was inferior. His 
expectation was clear—work hard, but more importantly
work smart. Enjoy what you do, share your passion with 
others and ask a lot of questions—just not the same one 
twice.

No matter what position, role or title you hold, mentors 
are there. Seek out those special individuals who are
willing to share and invest in your growth. Thank you to 
all the mentors in our industry that take the time to 
uphold the integrity of our profession, share the passion 
for our work and take the time to put someone else’s 
success before your own. During the four years I spent 
with Alex before his passing, I did not realize how much 
of an impact he had, not only on my career but my life as 
a whole. Our relationship was more than a close working 
relationship that later evolved into a rock solid friendship 
built on trust and respect for each other. I am grateful to 
have had Alex Graham as my mentor, guiding me. 
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For swinging doors, the front approach to the 
pull side of a door shall have maneuvering 
space extending from the front hinge of the 
door to 445 mm (18 in.) beyond the latch 
side of the door. The push side of the door 
shall have maneuvering space at the hinge 
side that extends 305 mm (12 in.) beyond the 
latch side (see Figure 1).

For swinging doors where the approach is 
from the hinge side, the measurement from 
the hinge side approach to the pull side shall 
have maneuvering space that extends 915 
mm (36 in. minimum) beyond the latch side 
(see Figure 2).

Figure 2



This may start o� like a story your 
parents told you as a child, but it 
really happened this way. My first 
day of work in this industry started 
on a Monday, Jan. 22, to be exact. I 
had loaded all of my necessities into 
the back of my car the previous day, 
left the love of my life standing in a 
driveway (we got married a year 
later) and headed south from St. 
Louis to Memphis through a snow-
storm to start working for a company
I knew little about that specialized in 
an industry I knew nothing about.

Although I knew nothing about what
I was going to be doing, I did know I 
was going to make it work. So, I 
headed in early, anticipating the
excitement of filling out human
resource forms, finding out where 
the locker filled with pens and note 
pads was, and hopefully locating a
bathroom along the way. As expect-
ed, a woman named Nancy greeted 
me out front and said, “Follow me, 
we have some paperwork to fill out.” 
I smiled. No sooner than I had sat 
down, a man with a boisterous voice, 
suspenders and a Ventair hat came 
into the room and said, “Grab your 
things, we have work to do. Nancy, 
he can fill this stu� out tonight when 
he gets home.”

Until that point, I only knew this man 
as Alex, that I would be working 
closely with him and that the three 
people who had been given this 
opportunity before me were no 
longer employed there. Needless to 
say, I was apprehensive.

My first day with Alex consisted of, 
what I learned later, was a keying 
meeting, project walk through and 
multiple contractor visits. By the end 
of the day, I was beyond confused 
and tired but remember thinking I 
can learn so much from this man. 
Throughout that first day with Alex, 
without saying it, he made it very 
clear to me that he was willing to 
help me succeed any way he could, 
as long as I followed one simple rule:

Don’t ask the same question twice

So that night, after I filled out my HR 
paperwork, I purchased a package
of composition notebooks—you 
know the type with the black and 
white speckled cover—and made a 
few simple decisions:

• I would ask Alex a lot of questions.
• I would write down his responses.
• I would try my very best to respect 
his simple rule.

I soon realized that Alex was, in most 
situations, impatient. He would
express his frustrations with loud 
outbursts. I grew to love hearing the 
responses he gave contractors who 
wanted to change the hand of a 
frame or modify the lever design of a 
mortise lock after they had already 
been purchased. But when he 
worked with me he was composed, 
and, inadvertently taught me what 
authentic humility and grace looked
like.

When in the midst of the many tasks
and responsibilities those of us who 

have worked in distribution find
ourselves in, it was very common for 
me—greener than a four leaf 
clover—to run across something I 
was not familiar with or need a 
second opinion from a seasoned
veteran. I would first pull out my 
composition notebook and scour
through all the previous questions 
and answers to ensure it was not 
something I had asked Alex before. 
If not, I would gather the needed 
documents, my composition
notebook, swallow any pride that 
was floating around my throat and 
head down to his o�ce.

Mentors are, and Alex was:

1. Committed to the responsibility of 
mentoring. A mentor is an advisor
and coach who provides guidance,
gives feedback and freely shares
their experience and expertise. It
takes trust, respect and a deep 
understanding of the personal
development needs of the mentee
to take on this critical responsibility.

Example: There was never a time 
that Alex said he was too busy; 
never a response given that gave me 
an indication that he was not 
interested in sharing, engaging and
guiding me. He did not look for quick
responses; he gave suggestions, 
shared experiences and then had 
me do the work—most of the time 
with him by my side cheering me on.

2. Always recognizing opportunities 
to mentor. A mentor does not always 
wait for the mentee to ask a ques-

If the approach is 915 mm (36 in.) from the hinge side, the 
measurement between the wall and the opposite wall must 
have a minimum of 1525 mm (60 in.) If the approach is 1065 
mm (42 in.) or greater from the hinge side, the measurement 
between the wall and the opposite wall must have a 
minimum of 1370 mm (54 in.). 

The push side (right side of Figure 2) approach must have 
1370 mm (54 in.) measured from the leading edge of the 
door extending toward the approach side and have 1065 mm 
(42 in.) from the wall to the opposite wall, without a closing 
device. If a closing device and latch are used the 
measurement increases to 1220 mm (48 in.).

Figure 3

With respect to swinging doors with latch side approaches, 
the latch to the push or pull side needs a maneuvering space 
that extends 610 mm (24 in.) from the latch side (see Figure 
3). The difference is in the corridor width required. The pull 
side would require 1220 mm (48 in.) without closer and 
1,370 mm (54 in.) with closing device. The push side would 
require 1065 mm (42 in.) without closing device and 1220 
mm (48 in.) with a closing device. 

Revolving doors and turnstiles are addressed in 404.2.1, 
which notes that revolving doors, revolving gates, and 
turnstiles shall not be part of the accessible route. This means 
that a separate accessible gate or door must be provided 
adjacent to the turnstile or revolving door.

In this case, two additional doors were installed on either 
side of the revolving door to meet accessibility requirements. 

Figure 4

Double-leaf doorways are addressed in 404.2.2 and notes that 
if doorways have two independently operating door leaves, at 
least one leaf shall meet the specifications on 404.2.3 (clear 
width) and 404.2.4 (thresholds)(see Figure 4). That leaf shall 
be an active leaf. In this case, there is an unequal pair of 
double doors. The right side-leaf meets ADAAG 
requirements while the left-side is exempt. 

Figure 5

Door Opening Clearance

Door opening clearance is also a key consideration in 
meeting ADAAG standards. According to 404.2.3, those 
doorways shall have a minimum clear opening width of 815 
mm (32 in.) with the door open 90 degrees, measured 
between the face of the door and the opposite stop (see Figure 
6).

Figure 6

The clearance at the open edge of a doorway shall allow 
passage without hitting either a fixed object or an 
obstruction. The clearance at the open edge of a doorway 
should be no less than 865 mm (34 in.) and greater than 2030 
mm (80 in.) (see Figure 7).

Figure 7
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In Figure 8, Diagram A, the doors are 915 mm; the corridor 
with two doors swinging in the same direction must be 2.1 
mm (7 ft) (915 mm for the door, plus a minimum of 1220 mm 
between doors equals 2135 mm [84 in.]). 

In accordance with ADAAG 404.2.6, Doors in Series and 
Gates in Series, if the doors swing in the opposite direction, as 
in Figure 8, Diagram B, the measurement is the minimum 
1220 mm. For Figure 8, Diagram C, because the doors swing 
into the same space, the dimensions of both doors must be 
considered and added to the minimum requirement for 
maneuverability of 914 mm for Door A, plus 1,220 mm for 
the corridor plus 914 mm for Door B equaling 3 m (10 ft.).

Figure 8

This measurement often gets miscalculated because it 
is often assumed that if an 815 mm (32 in.) door is 
installed, the specification has been met. This is not 
the case, however, because the measurement needs to 
be from the inside—from the hinges to the latch. 

This is also a common error in designing sliding 
doors as the 815 mm (32 in.) requirement applies to 
these doors also, but the surface mounted hardware 
will not allow the door to completely slide into the 
wall (pocket door) or past the wall (barn door/
bypassing door). 

The U.S. Access Board recommends 38mm (1.5 in.) 
clearances around the door pull, which (when added 
to the size of the pull) reduces the clear opening width 
by a significant amount (i.e., 38 mm clearance plus 
25.5 mm [1 in.] pull dia. plus 38 mm clearance equals 
102 mm [4 in.]. This would mean that a 915 mm 
sliding door may meet the 815 mm clearance, but all 
products would have zero tolerance for installation. 
Often, these doors are made larger to eliminate sight 
lines and this would cause additional issues for 
meeting the clear opening width. It is best practice 
that sliding doors be made at 1065 mm wide to avoid 
these issues.

The door opening must be at least 815 mm. From the 
door to the stop is an important measurement 
because someone in a wheelchair needs to be able to 
pass through.

Doors in a Series

When there are two or more doors in a series, the 
minimum space between two hinged or pivoted doors 
needs to be 1220 mm plus the width of any swinging 
door into that space. This concept is illustrated in 
Figure 8: 

• (A) the doors swing in the same direction;
• (B) the two doors swing away from each other; 

or
• (C) the two doors swing toward each other.

In any cases, the measurement of 1220 mm is 
required. It begins with the wall’s edge or leading 
edge of the door and is measured to the opposite 
wall’s edge or leading edge of the door. This is 
another important measurement to ensure that 
accessibility requirements are met.

Additionally, the door size needs to be taken into 
consideration and added in with the minimum 
requirement of 1220 mm for the total required 
dimensions.

Door Thresholds

To meet accessibility, door thresholds can only be a maximum 
13 mm (0.5 in.) rise. This measurement is calculated from the 
finished floor to the highest point on the threshold.

Two common examples of thresholds are saddle and panic. 
The panic threshold has an additional weatherstrip at the 
bottom of the door to help seal the door. When using panic 
type thresholds, it is important to remember that the total rise 
(highest point of threshold) is only 13 mm (see Figure 9). 
Most door undercuts are 16 mm (0.625 in.). Therefore, if you 
are using panic thresholds at exterior doors, the special 
undercuts at these doors must be addressed or the door will 
not properly seal against the gasketing.

The use of 13 mm high threshold requires a special undercut 
of the door. Typical doors have undercuts of 16 mm or 20 mm 
(0.75 in.); doors with 13 mm high thresholds require a 10 mm 
(0.375 in.) undercut when using a panic type threshold. To 
meet ADA requirements a threshold, rise no greater than 13 
mm should be specified.

Figure 9



Door Surfaces

Door surfaces are an overlooked item and 
404.2.10 Door and Gate Surfaces: "Swinging door 
and gate surfaces within 255 mm (10 in.) of the 
finish floor or ground measured vertically shall 
have a smooth surface on the push side 
extending the full width of the door or gate. Parts 
creating horizontal or vertical joints in these 
surfaces shall be within 1.6 mm (1/16 in.) of the 
same plane as the other. Cavities created by 
added kick plates shall be capped."

This standard is often harder to meet in a retrofit 
project than new construction because narrow-
style doors in older buildings often had a 51 mm 
(2 in.) bottom rail on the door.
To create the 255 mm. bottom rail for today’s 
requirements, a kick plate can be added.

This plate protects the door as it gets bumped 
into while being navigated by a motorized cart or 
wheelchair as the individual passes through the 
opening. A common error with using a kickplate 
to correct the deficiency is not capping it to 
eliminate the gap from the kickplate to the glass 
or panel. This may not be the most aesthetically 
pleasing solution, but it would be considered 
compliant.

Operating Hardware

Door hardware also has requirements for 
accessibility. One of the most common 
disabilities is “reaching and manipulation;” 
arthritis is the leading cause of disability in the 
United States, with more than 50 million adults 
and 300,000 children suffering from some form 
of the condition. [2]  

Door and Gate Hardware 
In section 404.2.7, it states operating devices 
installed onto doors (handles, pulls, latches, and 
locks) need to be easy to grasp with one hand and 
not require tight gripping or twisting of the wrist 
to operate. Additionally, the highest point of the 
operating portion of the hardware shall be 
mounted no higher than 1220 mm above the 
finished floor. There can be no projection off the 
face of the door below 865 mm above the finished 
floor.

Opening Force

Section 404.2.9 calls for both interior hinged 
doors and sliding/folding doors to have an 
opening force of no more than 22.2 N (2.26 kg [5 
lb.]). Fire doors are a different matter. They shall 
have the minimum opening force allowed by the 
appropriate administrative authority.

This does not apply to the necessary force to fully 
open the door, or the initial energy needed to 
start the door in motion. It also does not apply to 
the retraction of latches or disengaging devices 
used to keep the door in the closed position.

Exterior doors and fire-rated doors are both 
exempt from door opening and closing forces. 
Exterior doors must remain closed for security 
reasons, and the amount of pressure will vary 
depending on the indoor and outdoor 
temperatures, outside elements like wind, and the 
building’s HVAC system.

Fire-rated openings are required to be equipped 
with self-closing or automatic-closing devices to 
keep the door shut. However, to work effectively, 
doors must remain closed and latched upon 
activation of the fire alarm as life safety always 
receives a higher priority than accessibility.

Closing Speed of Doors
Much emphasis is placed on the opening force, 
but the closing speed of a door is equally 
important. If a door closes too fast, it may hit 
someone and cause injury. This is addressed in 
Section 404.2.8, Closing Speed. If a door has a 
closer, then the sweep period of the closer shall be 
adjusted so that, from opening position of 70 
degrees, the door will take a minimum of three 
seconds to move a point 76 mm (3 in.) from the 
latch, measured to the leading edge of the door.

Some closers have a special feature that delays the 
closing of the doors, often called delayed action. 
This happens when the door is opened to 90 
degrees and slowly pivots to 70 degrees. This 
feature is often used where it is beneficial to have 
a longer closing time. The closing cycle resumes a 
normal pace from 70 degrees back to 76 mm from 
the latch. 

It’s important to note that the delayed action is 
optional, not required. Only the closing cycle is 
part of the ADAAG standard. According to 
404.2.8.1 states, “Door closers and gate closers 
shall be adjusted so that from an open position of 
90 degrees, the time required to move the door to 
a position of 12 degrees from the latch is five 
seconds minimum.” This allows individuals more 
time to freely move through the opening.

Exit Door Signage

ADAAG section 216.4.1 states, “Doors at exit 
passageways, exit discharge, and exit stairways 
shall be identified by tactile signs complying with 
703.1, 703.2, and 703.5.”



This means, where there is a lit exit sign above an 
opening, there must also be a tactile sign in 
Braille on the door or adjacent to the opening 
1220 mm centerline of the sign above the finished 
floor.

National and Local Differences

It is additionally important to check state and 
local codes to see the specific standard that have 
been adopted. For example, the State of 
California requires – where push plates are 
furnished – two actuating switches must be used 
per approach (either in one tall plate or two 
separate plates), and the centerlines of these 
switches be located between 178 and 203 mm (7 
and 8 in.) and 762 to 1118 mm (30 to 44 in.) 
above the finished floor. 

This allows the user to operate it with either their 
hands, or feet, or possibly even their cane. In all 
other states, the mounting height for actuators is 
between 865 and 1220 mm from the floor or 
ground.

The Accessibility Icon Project [3] is dedicated to 
changing the symbol for wheelchair accessibility. 
Specifically, the Project feels that the current 
symbol depicts disabled individuals as inactive. 
Their suggested symbol is an image that shows 
individuals with disabilities more physically 
engaged; it is beginning to be accepted as the new 
standard (see Figure 10). In July 2014, New York 
became the first state to replace the universal 
handicap icon with the more active, engaging 
symbol. In 2017, Connecticut followed suit. [4] 
[5]

Figure 10 & 11

If a specifier knows what is expected of a 
building, it will be easier to make sure that 
everything meets the necessary requirements 
before construction starts and create a safer, 
more accessible space fore everyone. 
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Key Takeaways 

There are several key considerations that door 
hardware must comply with to meet Americans 
with Disabilities (ADA) requirements, including 
the approach to the door, the opening clearance, 
thresholds, surfaces, operating hardware, closing 
speed, opening force, and exit door signage. The 
ADA is a law in the United States that was 
designed to make public spaces more accessible to 
people who have disabilities. It requires building 
and other places used by the public to be 
accessible for people with physical, sensory, or 
mental impairments.

https://www.access-board.gov/ada/
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