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Architects and designers are pivotal in crafting spaces 
catering to individuals’ diverse needs. Among the many 
considerations for accessibility, door handles, and hardware 
stand out, directly influencing how people interact with 
entrances and exits. Since the inception of the federal ADA 
laws in 1990, ADA compliance has been a prerequisite for 
architects. However, navigating through the complexities 
of the law, dealing with variations across states, and 
interpreting compliance guidelines have posed significant 
challenges.
Recognizing these challenges, T CONCEPTS MIAMI, a 
specialized design house and manufacturer of architectural 
hardware for glass doors, understands the complexities 
architects face in ensuring ADA compliance. The scarcity 
of comprehensive door handle requirements, especially 
surrounding locking door handle hardware, has added to 
the difficulty. To address this, T CONCEPTS MIAMI has 
taken the initiative to research and compile the essential 
requirements for ADA-compliant door handles and hardware 
solutions. 
Understanding the dynamic nature of ADA codes, T 
CONCEPTS MIAMI is committed to remaining vigilant and 
keeping clients informed about any changes. Our objective 
is to assist architects and designers in meeting codes, 
reducing risks when specifying, and ensuring that the 
door handles they choose align with ADA requirements. 
In this White Paper, we aim to clarify ADA (Americans with 
Disabilities Act) compliance for door handles, exploring the 
requirements, highlighting common pitfalls, and presenting 
best practices. We also provide access to our complete ADA 
guide. Our mission is to offer support and guidance, making 
the journey toward ADA-compliant architectural hardware 
more straightforward and manageable.
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Height Placement: One of the primary considerations is ensuring door 
handles are positioned within the specified height range. Especially the 
height location of the locking mechanism itself for locking ladder pulls. 
This allows for easy access for wheelchair users and individuals with 
mobility challenges, promoting inclusivity in design and free and clear 
availability to secure and unlock office space. 
Actuator Shape Compliance: Opting for a lever-shaped actuated 
locking handle or U-shaped body pulls over round knobs is crucial. 
ADA guidelines explicitly prohibit handles requiring twisting for 
operation, emphasizing the need for user-friendly designs that cater 
to a diverse range of physical abilities. A thumb-turn is categorized 
as a 2-point action actuator for locking ladder pulls specifically and 
is prohibited in ADA-compliant designs. In contrast, a lever-shaped 
actuator operates as a 1-point function and has revolutionized locking 
door handle specifications for ADA projects. 
Clearance Space: Providing sufficient clearance around door handles 
is paramount. This accommodates various hand sizes and ensures 
comfortable operation for users with limited dexterity, fostering a 
universally accessible environment.
Force and Operation: Architects must pay attention to the force 
required to operate a door, whether sliding, hinged, or pivoting. The 
door hardware is a key factor in the operation and has guidelines 
on how much force it takes to meet compliance standards. Falling 
within ADA guidelines ensures that the hardware is user-friendly 
for individuals with varying levels of strength range of mobility and 
enhances overall accessibility.
Staggered Pulls and Lever Design: Considering the layout of staggered 
pulls and lever-actuated designs is essential for door handle hardware. 
This design choice accommodates users with different abilities, 
allowing for smooth accessibility throughout a space and contributing 
to an inclusive atmosphere. The staggered ladder pull designs allow 
free clearance to safely and effectively approach a door to enter or 
unlock and then enter an office space. 

To kickstart our exploration, let’s establish a 
checklist of fundamental ADA requirements 
for door handles in publicly accessible 
spaces. This checklist serves as a practical 
guide for architects and designers, outlining 
the essential elements to consider:
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Inadequate Height Placement: Failing to position door handles within 
the specified height range can hinder accessibility for wheelchair users 
and individuals with mobility challenges. This oversight underscores 
the importance of meticulous attention to detail in meeting ADA 
standards. For locking ladder pulls specifically, the height location of 
the lock itself is of a leading concern for adhering to ADA compliance 
guidelines. 
Non-Compliant Shapes: The use of round knobs or handles that 
require twisting violates ADA guidelines. In contrast, lever-shaped 
actuated handles and U-shaped pulls align with accessibility standards 
and should be prioritized in design considerations. NOTE: thumb-
turn-shaped actuated locking pulls are non-compliant in every 
circumstance, even in top-locking ladder pull configurations. 
Insufficient Clearance: Neglecting to provide ample space around 
the handle can make it difficult for users to grasp and operate it 
comfortably. This emphasizes the need for architects to account for the 
ergonomic aspects of door hardware in their designs.
Force and Operation Oversight: Neglecting to ensure that the force 
required to operate the door handle falls within the ADA guidelines 
creates difficulties for users with varying levels of strength. Easability 
is not only crucial, it’s mandatory. Neglecting this underscores the 
importance of comprehensive adherence to all ADA standards. 
Regardless if a door slides, pivots, or hinges to operate. 
Aesthetic Compromises: Balancing aesthetics with functionality can 
lead to compromises, resulting in designs that may not meet ADA 
compliance standards. Architects must navigate this challenge by 
seeking creative solutions that seamlessly integrate visual appeal and 
accessibility.

Despite the clear guidelines, architects and 
designers often encounter common errors 
when addressing ADA concerns related 
to door handles, particularly compliance 
guides around locking pull handles and 
pounds of force it takes to move a door. 
These errors can significantly impact the 
accessibility of spaces, incur costly project 
errors, and increase the risk of not achieving 
a certificate of occupancy (COO). These 
factors include:
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Lack of Awareness: Architects and 
designers may be unaware of the detailed 
ADA guidelines for door hardware and 
specific door handle solutions, leading to 
unintentional oversights. 
This emphasizes the need for continuous 
education and awareness within the 
design community. 

Design Aesthetics: Balancing 
aesthetics with functionality can lead to 
compromises. 
However, prioritizing accessibility is 
crucial. Architects must approach 
design decisions with a holistic 
perspective, considering both visual 
appeal and compliance requirements.

NOTE
There are significant cost ramifications related 
to the misspecification of ADA hardware, which 
could result in the placement of hardware 
costs and delays in construction and space 
occupancy. Which, again, can equate to untold 
exponential project costs.

NOTE
Seek a trusted and verified hardware supplier 
who can correctly guide and provide code and 
compliance standards (per state).

To effectively address compliance errors, 
it’s crucial to understand the underlying 
reasons behind them. Some common 
factors include:

By acknowledging these 
factors, professionals can 
proactively work to avoid 
common pitfalls and ensure 
that door hardware meets 
ADA standards per state 
and project. 

UNDERSTANDING  
THE REASONS BEHIND 
COMPLIANCE ERRORS



Staggered Pulls: Properly spacing and aligning 
staggered pulls to accommodate users with 
mobility aids is critical. This strategic layout 
ensures a seamless transition through doorways 
for all individuals, irrespective of their physical 
abilities. This pioneering design also allows for 
full clearance AFF for persons to approach a 
door without any hazard and/or obstruction. 
Lever Designs: Choosing lever-shaped 
actuated handles that facilitate easy operation, 
especially for individuals with limited hand 
strength or mobility, is a fundamental aspect 
of ADA compliance. NOTE: see 1-point vs. 
2-point motion actuation and their difference 
in compliance acceptance above. This design 
choice enhances overall accessibility and 
usability.
Pull Spacing: Ensuring appropriate spacing 
between pulls is essential. This consideration 
caters to the needs of users with diverse 
abilities and mobility requirements, promoting 
a universally accessible and user-friendly 
environment.

As the original pioneer of the staggered 
bottom-locking ladder pull design, T 
Concepts Miami introduced another 
approved design configuration in 
addition to the top-locking ladder 
pull solution. NOTE: How to define a 
“staggered” locking pull handle? Bottom 
locking functionality, corridor-side of 
ladder pull is a minimum of 10” AFF, full-
length handle interior side of the office. 
Essentially one side is shorter than the 
opposing side, creating a staggered 
design. 
Architects must be well-versed in 
national and state-level ADA compliance 
regulations related to staggered pulls, 
levers, and pull spacing. Every state 
varies, some more strict than others. But 
also per state inspectors as well. 
These regulations aim to enhance 
accessibility by considering various 
factors:

NOTE
Sometimes, ADA codes can 
be affected by the personal 
interpretation of inspectors. 
Be ready and knowledgeable.

STAGGERED PULLS, LEVERS,  
AND PULL SPACING:  
NAVIGATING ADA REGULATIONS

Understanding these nuances 
in ADA regulations empowers 
architects to make informed 
decisions and create inclusive 
environments that cater to the 
needs of all individuals.



Operational Accessibility: It is paramount 
to ensure that top-locking ladder pull 
designs are operable without requiring 
excessive force via a lever-turn actuator. 
This consideration makes them user-friendly 
for everyone, promoting a seamless and 
inclusive user experience.
Height and Reach: Verifying that the height 
and reach requirements outlined in ADA 
guidelines are met is crucial for top-locking 
designs. This ensures that individuals of 
varying abilities can access and operate 
these mechanisms without encountering 
barriers and can easily enter and exit a 
space. 
Clearance Space: Adequate clearance 
around top-locking devices is essential. 
How the locking rod is secured at the 
header is critical to secure lock operation. 
This facilitates comfortable and unrestricted 
use, accommodates users with diverse 
needs, and ensures an inclusive and user-
centric design.

ADA regulations extend beyond the 
basic design of door handles and can 
significantly influence top-locking 
designs. 
Architects need to consider the 
following aspects:

NOTE
In every state, a top-locking 
configured ladder pull is 
acceptable as an ADA-
compliant solution when the 
location of the lock is within 
the appropriate distance range 
from the finished floor

IMPACT OF ADA 
REGULATIONS ON 
TOP-LOCKING DESIGNS

By integrating these 
considerations into the design 
process, architects can 
contribute to creating spaces 
that meet ADA standards and 
prioritize the usability and 
comfort of all occupants.



In conclusion, architects and designers must accurately 
interpret ADA compliance guidelines to create genuinely 
accessible spaces. By avoiding common errors, 
understanding hardware options, and prioritizing user 
needs, we can ensure that door handles and hardware 
serve everyone, regardless of ability. 
In today’s complex design environment, the expectation 
of fast design turnaround times and the desire to avoid 
rework due to a wrong design choice means that 
understanding the requirements for ADA-compliant 
door handles is imperative. At T CONCEPTS MIAMI, 
we know the frustration you and our ADA community 
have experienced. We know you are looking for 
more awareness of the regional differences in code 
requirements and desire to avoid the costly mistakes that 
happen because of misinterpretation. 
We recognize the importance of understanding the 
ADA-accessible compliance code to ensure everyone 
feels comfortable in their environment. Sensitivity to your 
needs propelled us to prepare a guide (request our FREE 
ADA compliance download guide here) that can be your 
go-to resource for peace of mind, cost-saving solutions, 
and applicable results.

CONCLUSION
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Remember ADA 
compliance isn’t just  
a legal requirement;  
it’s a commitment 
to equal access and 
dignity for all.
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Q1
ARE THERE SPECIFIC ADA GUIDELINES FOR 
RESIDENTIAL DOOR HANDLES, OR DO THESE 
PRIMARILY APPLY TO PUBLICLY ACCESSIBLE 
SPACES?
-
ADA guidelines focus on publicly accessible 
spaces, such as commercial buildings, public 
facilities, and accommodations. However, 
considering universal design principles in 
residential settings can significantly enhance 
accessibility for individuals with varying abilities. 
While not legally mandated for residential 
spaces, incorporating ADA principles voluntarily 
contributes to creating more inclusive and 
accommodating homes for everyone.

Q3
HOW OFTEN SHOULD ARCHITECTS REVIEW 
ADA GUIDELINES TO STAY UPDATED ON ANY 
CHANGES?
-
Architects should regularly review ADA 
guidelines to stay updated on any changes 
or revisions, especially within the state of 
a specific project. ADA standards may be 
updated periodically to reflect advancements 
in technology, changes in societal needs, 
or to address emerging challenges. Staying 
informed ensures architects incorporate the 
latest standards into their designs, preventing 
potential oversights and ensuring their projects 
remain compliant with current regulations.

Q2
CAN AESTHETICS AND ADA COMPLIANCE 
COEXIST SEAMLESSLY IN DOOR HANDLE 
DESIGN?
-
Yes, aesthetics and ADA compliance can 
coexist harmoniously in door handle design. 
The key lies in selecting door handles that 
meet ADA guidelines and have an appealing 
design. For instance, lever-actuated ladder 
pull handles and U-shaped pulls are compliant 
and offer a modern and sleek aesthetic. 
Consider a unique finish to add interest and 
elevate a space’s interior. Creative solutions 
that prioritize both functional and visual 
aspects of design are essential. Collaborating 
with manufacturers specializing in ADA-
compliant yet aesthetically pleasing hardware 
can provide a wide range of options.

Q4
DO ADA REGULATIONS VARY FROM STATE 
TO STATE IN THE UNITED STATES?
-
While the federal government sets national 
ADA standards, it’s important to note that 
some states may have additional or more 
stringent regulations. Architects should 
be familiar with national and state-level 
requirements to ensure full compliance. 
This dual awareness is especially critical 
for projects that span multiple jurisdictions. 
Staying informed about state-specific 
amendments or additional requirements is 
crucial for architects to navigate the complex 
landscape of accessibility regulations.
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Q5
WHAT ARE THE PRIMARY CONSIDERATIONS 
WHEN INCORPORATING ADA-COMPLIANT 
TOP-LOCKING DESIGNS?
-
Incorporating ADA-compliant top-locking 
designs involves ensuring operational 
accessibility, height and reach adherence, 
and providing ample clearance space. This 
meticulous approach guarantees user-friendly 
mechanisms for individuals with varying 
abilities, promoting inclusivity and accessibility 
in diverse environments.

Q7
 HOW CAN ARCHITECTS ENSURE ADA 
COMPLIANCE WHEN DEALING WITH 
HISTORICAL OR EXISTING STRUCTURES?
-
When dealing with historical or existing 
structures, architects must balance ADA 
compliance with preserving historical integrity. 
In such cases, modifications should aim to 
achieve accessibility without compromising the 
structure’s historical significance. Consulting 
with accessibility experts and collaborating 
closely with preservation authorities is crucial.

Q9
CAN TECHNOLOGY, SUCH AS AUTOMATED 
OR ELECTRONIC DOOR HANDLES, BE ADA-
COMPLIANT?
-
Yes, technology can enhance ADA compliance. 
Automated or electronic door handles should 
be designed with user-friendly interfaces, 
ensuring that individuals with varying abilities 
can easily operate them. Incorporating features 
like touchless access can further contribute to 
inclusive design.

Q6
WHAT ARE THE KEY DIFFERENCES BETWEEN 
ADA REQUIREMENTS FOR INTERIOR AND 
EXTERIOR DOOR HANDLES?
-
ADA requirements for interior and exterior door 
handles share many similarities, but there are 
nuanced differences. Exterior handles may need 
to withstand varying weather conditions and 
may have additional security considerations. 
However, both should adhere to height, shape, 
and clearance standards to ensure accessibility 
for all users.

Q8
ARE THERE SPECIFIC ADA CONSIDERATIONS 
FOR SLIDING DOORS AND THEIR HANDLES?
-
Yes, ADA guidelines apply to sliding doors 
and their handles. The guidelines emphasize 
easy operability, proper height placement, and 
sufficient clearance space. Lever-style handles 
are often preferred for sliding doors, promoting 
accessibility for many users.

Q10
WHAT RESOURCES ARE AVAILABLE FOR 
ARCHITECTS TO STAY INFORMED ABOUT 
ADA COMPLIANCE?
-
Architects can stay informed about ADA 
compliance through various resources.  
The U.S. Access Board and the ADA National 
Network provide official guidelines and 
educational materials. Attending conferences, 
workshops, and webinars regarding 
accessibility and collaborating with accessibility 
consultants also contribute to staying updated 
in this dynamic field.
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