
Housing Accessibility for Sensory
and Cognitive Disabilities

This project stems from the Housing Production Strategy which highlighted the need for more
accessible housing in Salem. It is also a result of the Disability Rights Task Force’s thoughtful
advocacy for improving housing accessibility for people with sensory and cognitive disabilities.  

According to the 2022 Amercian Community Survey, about 16% of Salem’s population has one
or more disabilities (about 27,900 people), including 8% with a cognitive disability, 5% with a
hearing disability, and 3% with a vision disability. As such, there is a need for more accessible
housing in Salem.

While housing accessibility for mobility disabilities has established building code standards
and requirements, there are fewer resources on housing accessibility for other types of
disabilities. This guide is meant to provide information on features that improve accessibility
for sensory disabilities, cognitive disabilities, and for people who have experienced trauma. The
guide outlines accessible features by each disability type. Many of the features can be
incorporated into a project at low or no additional cost, if considered at the beginning. 

About the Guide
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Housing Accessibility for Deaf and Hard of Hearing

Home Layout

Open
Concept

Open concept layouts, specifically larger sight lines, can make it easier to
communicate for those with hearing loss. 

Wide
Hallways

Wider hallways that allow for side by side walking can be helpful for people
who use lip reading or ASL when communicating. 

Lower
Ceilings

Poor acoustics can result in painful echoes and background noise that puts a
strain on people who use assistive devices for hearing. Lower ceilings or
acoustic tiles create less echoing and background noise.

Technology

Alert
Systems

Fire and carbon monoxide alarms that use lights and/or vibrations are
important for people who are hearing impaired. 
Similarly, doorbells that use vibrations and lights allow people who are deaf
or hard of hearing to know when someone is at the door.

Home Finishes

Lighting
Consistent and sufficient lighting throughout is important for people who
rely on visual information to communicate. 
Recessed lighting reduces shadows which is also helpful. 

Flooring Carpet, vinyl with a padded backing, or adding an underlayment to floors
can reduce background noise and potentially painful sound reflection. 

Paint and
Colors

Neutral, solid colors that contrast skin tones are helpful for people who rely
on visual information to communicate.

Windows High quality double or triple paned windows reduce outside noise. 

Appliances Quiet appliances result in less disruptive background noise.

Fixtures Deaf or hard of hearing people may not hear a faucet left on. Automatic
faucets or faucets with spring-loaded handles can prevent this problem.
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Housing Accessibility for Blind and Vision Impaired

Home Layout

Technology

Home Finishes

Lighting

Bright consistent lighting throughout the home can make it easier to
identify obstacles and objects. 
Recessed lighting reduces shadows which is also helpful. 
Under cabinet and closet lighting illuminates otherwise dim spaces. 

Flooring
Adding a nonslip overcoat to hardwood or tile flooring reduces tripping
hazards.

Paint and
Colors

Contrasting colors can help people who are vision impaired more easily
navigate the home. Examples include using contrasting colors to
distinguish floors, walls and ceilings, door frames and entrances from
walls, and to highlight level changes and staircase railings. 
Avoid high gloss paints that can cause glare. 

Appliances 
Appliances that can be voice activated or with braille labels are more
accessible.

Fixtures
Grab bars in bathrooms and railings along stairways improve accessibility.
Walk in showers can be easier to use.

Wide
Hallways

Wide hallways, clear of obstacles, allows safe and easy navigation for
people who use a guide dog or cane.

Alert
Systems

Phone doorbells that allow residents to talk to someone before opening
the door, smart lock systems, and door sensors that alert residents if a
door is left open can improve security. 

Temperature
Control

Thermostats that can be adjusted by voice control are beneficial. 
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Housing Accessibility for Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities

Home Layout

Technology

Home Finishes

Open Concept Open concept designs can allow people who stim to do so safely.

Defined
Spaces

Defined spaces for rest, eating, and leisure can provide needed structure.
Transition spaces can ease the change in sensory experiences and allow
people to preview and prepare for the space they are entering. For
example, entering a hallway instead of a living room from the front door. 

Intellectual and development disabilities encompass a wide range of different disabilities which
have a variety of different symptoms. Therefore, the accessibility needs of individuals with
these disabilities can vary greatly. Suggested features may not be applicable to each type of
intellectual or developmental disability. Additionally, some people with these disabilities may
require mobility aids such as a wheelchair as a result of their disability. However, accessibility
for wheelchairs or other mobility devices is not the focus of this list since there are already well-
defined accessibility standards for wheelchair and other similar mobility devices.

Lighting

Some people with these disabilities are sensitive to sensory stimuli like
sound and lighting. Fluorescent lighting is not recommended due to
potential noise or flickering. 
Dimmable lights allow people to reduce light stimulation as needed.
Lights that can be turned on and off by voice control can be beneficial.

Flooring
Carpeted floors can allow people who stim to do so safely. 
Sound absorbing flooring can reduce noise stimuli that can be important
for people who are sensitive to sound.

Entry
Keyless entry systems such as pin pads, smart locks, or key fobs can be
helpful.

Temperature
Control

Thermostats should have a simple, easy to use design. 
Thermostats that can be used by voice control are helpful for people
who have limited fine motor control. 
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Home Finishes

Flooring Nonslip flooring is beneficial for those with balance or mobility challenges. 

Paint and
Colors

Calm or muted colors are recommended.
Color coding can be used to cue the purpose of a space. 

Windows High quality double or triple paned windows reduce outside noise. 

Appliances 
Quiet appliances with a simple design are recommended.
Appliances that can be used by voice control can be beneficial for people
with fine motor skills limitations.

Fixtures

Lever handles for doors and faucets are easier for people whose strength
or motor skills are affected by their disability. Automatic faucets offer
another alternative.
Grab bars in bathrooms help with balance, stability, and support.
Walk in showers or tubs can benefit those with reduced balance or
mobility.
Handheld or adjustable showerheads can be beneficial. 
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Home and Site Layout

Wayfinding
and Circulation

Easy to find entrances and clear wayfinding signage reduces stress.
Wide, clear paths with unobstructed sight lines can enhance the feeling
of safety. 
Organize spaces in a predictable manner that is easy to understand to
minimize stress. 

Open Concept
and Spatial
Openness

Open concept layouts can provide unobstructed sight lines within the
home, which can contribute to feeling safe.
Spatial openness allows people to choose the route that feels most
safe to them.

Nature
Access to nature is associated with positive health impacts that can be
especially helpful for residents healing from trauma. 

Flexible
Spaces

In common areas, movable furniture allows residents to adjust the
space to their needs.
Providing common areas of different sizes or types allows residents
options for socializing based on their comfort level. 

Security
Adequate security measures throughout the property can build trust
and ensure safety.

Art
Art can be used to build a sense of community and bring joy to the
space.

Trauma Informed Housing

Many people have experienced trauma, which can negatively affect mental and physical health as
well as important life skills such as problem solving, prioritizing, and building relationships.
Trauma informed housing aims to support healing and resilience and reduce common potential
triggers or stressors. Trauma informed housing is built on four principles: safety and trust, choice
and empowerment, beauty and joy, and community and collaboration. 
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Lighting
Designing for abundant natural light is beneficial.
Ample interior and exterior lighting contributes to a feeling of security.
Warm lighting is preferred over fluorescent lights. 

Paint and
Colors

Cool colors, which can have a calming effect, are recommended.

Sound
Sound proofing can reduce the occurrence of loud triggering noises and
provide privacy that supports a sense of safety. 

Materials Natural materials can contribute to a calming environment. 

Home Finishes

Sources :

Today’s Homeowner: “Home Design for Hearing Loss: Creating a User-Friendly
Living Space”
Audiology Innovations: “Home Design for the Deaf and Hard of Hearing”
Arch Daily: “Architecture for People with Hearing Loss: Six Design Tips”
Blind Welfare Society: “Housing Rights for the Visually Impaired: Understanding
Your Legal Protections”
Eye Care Institute: “How to Create a Safe Home for the Visually Impaired and
Totally Blind”
AMD Central:  “Home Modifications for the Visually Impaired or Blind: The
Complete Guide”
Everyday Health: “Home Modification for Vision Loss”
Fair Housing Council of Oregon: “For Policymakers: Fair Housing for People with
Intellectual and Developmental Disabilit ies”
Shelter Force: “Developing Housing that Welcomes People with Developmental
Disabilit ies”
Modern Home Builders: “Integrating Neurodiversity Considerations into Home
Design”
Living in Place Designs: “Home Modifications for Cerebral Palsy”
Cerebral Palsy Guidance: “Home Modifications for Cerebral Palsy”
Preservation of Affordable Housing: “Trauma Informed Housing: A Toolkit for
Advancing Equity and Economic Opportunity in Affordable Housing”
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