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Disclaimer

Concrete Change and Universal Design Solutions have made every 

effort to ensure that the information in this presentation is complete and 

accurate.   However, the authors, funders, reviewers, and contributors 

are not responsible for any errors or omissions and no warranties are 

made or implied.  These persons and their organizations or businesses 

shall not be liable or responsible for any damages or loss arising from 

the information contained in this presentation or its use.  No 

representation is made as to whether the information complies with any 

building code, law or regulation.

The information contained herein is in the nature of general guidance, 

examples and suggestions.  This presentation is not intended to 

substitute for appropriate architectural, engineering or contractor 

advice.  Use of the information herein will require adaptation to 

specified building codes, engineering requirements and safety 

standards which may vary from locality to locality. 



Copyright 

You are encouraged to download this presentation and show it widely.  

However, it is not permitted to substantially imitate the presentation in 

another Power Point or other media.   Nor is it permitted to add or 

remove any text or images without the written permission of the owner 

of the copyright: Concrete Change of  Decatur, Georgia.  Furthermore it 

it is forbidden to charge money for downloads of this presentation,  

Certain images and text supplied to the presentation by contributors 

remain, of course, under their sole ownership. 
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A zero-step entrance consists of :

ÅA stepless path no steeper than 1:12, preferably 

less steep, which leads to the entry door;

ÅA  3ô0òentry door;  and, 

ÅA threshold preferably no higher than ½ inch.



A zero-step entrance is convenientfor allé.



Essentialfor manyé 



éand welcoming to guests.



A well designed zero-step entrance is an amenity.



The number of older people in the USA and worldwide is rising dramatically. 

Two-thirds of all older Americans are likely to become disabled for some 

period, but their homes are ill-prepared to help them maintain their 

independence.



Many people are starting to realize the human and financial wisdom of 

building virtually ALL new homes with basic universal design. 



Visit-ability? 

Universal Design?

Inclusive Home Design? 

EasyLiving Homes?

No matter what the termé.



é a zero-step entrance is fundamental.



ñHow do I create the zero step entrance?ò



This presentation will cover: 

ÅMyths  

ÅBasic Principles of Siting and Grading   

ÅMethods  

ÅCosts    

ÅOther Issues



Throughout, the subject is new homes, not retrofits.



Retrofits of existing homes are often difficult and ungainly, and 

usually costly,  like the long, add-on ramps in these photos.   Thatôs 

another reason to build a zero-step entrance from the beginning.



It is important to impact entrances on speculative 

housing ïnot just individually designed homes.



Currently, nearly all new homes, like the one above,  lack zero-

step entrances.  Access laws cover only a tiny fraction of single-

family houses 



Common sense, changing 

demographics and human connection 

donôt wait for a law. 



MYTHS



In fact,  well-planned access is integrated into the home and landscape 

design,  and is an attractive asset.

Myth 1: 

A zero-step entrance looks unattractive.



Fact:  A steep lot is often even easier than a flat lot.

Front of 6340 Belmont Back of 6340 Belmont

MYTH 2: A zero-step entrance works only on a flat lot.



Fact: The best location depends on the lay of the land.

Myth 3:

Zero-step entrances must always be located at the 

front of the home.



At the sideé

Steps at front Short ramp at side



Or from the drivewayé



Or at the back.



Each home on this steep property has a zero-step 

entrance.  The six homes along the high side of the 

property share a garage-entry alley with the six 

homes along the lower side.



Front of  House  1 Back of House 1

Back of House 2 Front of House 2

These photos show two homes from that development.



Fact:  Building with a basement or crawl space does not

deter a cost-effective zero-step entrance.

Myth 4:

A zero-step entrance is feasible only when building on a 

concrete slab.



Nor does a cold, snowy climate.



This is one of several thousand Visitable homes in 

Bolingbrook, IL near Chicago ïall with basements.



Fact: Planned-in-advance zero-step entrances cost 

little.

Myth 5:

Zero-step entrances are expensive.



Not always.

Not if the site is steep AND 

has no driveway AND has no 

back approach. 

Is a zero-step entrance ALWAYS practical?



A zero step entrance is often impractical 

on a house set on pilings. . .



. . . Although sometimes pilings and zero-step      

entrances can co-exist.



Exceptions make up less than 5% of new homes.



Why not focus on the 95% plus that ARE practical?

95%



Are zero-step entrances feasible on townhouses 

with short setbacks?



Yes. 

And added privacy can be 

achieved by walls, gates, plants 

and other creative design.



A single ramp may serve multiple townhouses. Although  not ideal 

because of the long path of travel, this solution is much preferred over 

steps alone.

Long view

Ramp to 

porch

Porch provides zero-step 

entrances to multiple units.



The very common, over-garage townhouse style may result in 

unintended negative consequences in the near future. 

It is used to address affordability and land-use issues.   Buté.  

ÅIs this style being over-built considering todayôs demographics?

ÅCould other  design and parking options  meet the same goals without

the intense steps?



GENERAL PRINCIPLES

For Siting and Grading



Principle 1: 

Begin at the plan 

stageé



éSite the home with the zero-step in mindé



éand grade for the zero-step.



Is ñone small stepò a  problem?



Yes! 



Omit steps from walk to porch and from the porch 

into the house.

Omit this step

And this one



Principle 2:  Usually a ramp is not necessary.  A sidewalk 

can do the job, even with a basement.



Principle 3: The entry must be approachable by a 

firm surface at least three feet wide.



Principle 4: The slope of the incline must not exceed one inch in height 

for every foot in length.   It is best to go less steep when possible.   1:20 

is ideal when space allows.



An exception to the 1:12 rule is that for heights six inches or less, a 

steeper slope can be used  where space is limited.  In spaces such as a 

small garage,  1:8 is acceptable, but otherwise should be avoided.  And, 

beyond a six inch rise, a 1:8 slope becomes dangerously steep for a 

variety of technical reasons.

1:8 Ratios:

1 inch rise 8 inch length

2 inch rise 16 inch length

3 inch rise 2 foot length

4 inch rise 2 foot 8 inch length

5 inch rise 3 foot 4 inch length

6 inch rise 4 foot length 



How do you minimize the steepness 

or the needed length of a slope?

By making the elevation at the 

slopeôs starting point as near as 

possible to the elevation of the 

porch!



For example, in the informal drawing above, the 15 inch above-grade 

rise at the porch floor could require a 15 foot slope to achieve a 1:12 

ratio.  But by building up the parking pad 9 inches higher than the grade 

at the steps, the needed ratio is achieved with a slope just 6 feet long.



Principle 5: On a lot higher on one side than the 

other, put the driveway on the high side.

Here, the driveway on the low 

side forces a high climb to the 

porch.

Here, the driveway on the high 

side permits a slope nearly level 

with the porch.

No Yes



To achieve the driveway on the high side, 

sometimes the house plan can be reversed, or 

ñflipped.ò 

High

Side

High

Side



Front of 121 Glenwood Back of 121Glenwood

Principle 6: A driveway steeper than 1:12 does not 

prevent a zero-step entrance.

Although not ideal, the very steep driveway above leads to a 

fairly flat parking pad, and a sidewalk and ramp to the back door.



As Universal Design architect Ron Mace said,

ñLet the car do the climbing.ò



Inform your sub-contractors, be clear 

about expectations and regularly check their 

progress. 



METHODS

for Zero-Step Entrances



1. Slab on Grade 2. Earth Berms

3. Retaining walls 4. Through the Garage



5. Ramps 6. Bridges

7. Lowered Floor System



For all methods, pre-planning, good siting and 

appropriate grading -- and good communication 

with contractors -- are essential.



Method 1:  Slab on Grade



More than 40% of single-family, detached houses in the 

United States are built on a concrete slab. In nearly all

cases, the zero-step entrance is very simple.



For zero-step entrances on slabs, grade the earth higher than usual 

under the porch and berm slightly where the sidewalk meets the porch. 

It is very important to compact the fill under the porch to prevent uneven 

settling.



If uneven settling is a concern, tie-in between the walk and the porch ï

or the porch and the foundation ïcan be as simple as rebar dowels 

drilled into the foundation and extending a foot or two into the 

walk/porch, or a turn down footing on the walk/porch that bears directly 

onto the house foundation.



The slab process for zero-step entrances to homes is virtually identical 

to the process for a new bank or restaurant where a non-paved surface 

touches a wall. 



Typical cost for the zero step entrance 

on Slab Construction as compared to a 

stepped entrance:  

$0.00



In this new subdivision, steps were 

omitted randomly at some doors or 

onto some porches. This trend is also 

appearing in other developments, 

which suggests that zero steps on slab 

houses may be less expensive than 

steps.

All steps could have been omitted 

without sacrificing height above street 

level.

Step to porch and door Step to door, but not to porch

Step to porch, but not to door



Method 2:  Earth Berms



In general, earth berms on new residential construction will 

be very slight rises where a sidewalk meets a porch. 



Avoid drop-offs at the edges of sidewalks.

No Yes



For erosion control: compacted berms and topsoil 

with vegetation. 



Method 3:  Retaining Walls



A retaining wall parallel to the house can be used to keep 

earth away from the foundation.  


