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Before You Build: Why So Many ADU Projects Go Wrong

Los Angeles is experiencing a sustained surge in ADU construction. State reforms have expanded opportunities — 

but the process remains highly technical.

Many projects run into trouble because planning begins without a comprehensive evaluation. Design decisions get 

made before zoning is confirmed. Budgets overlook critical costs. When issues surface mid-process, delays and 

cost increases follow.

⚠  Design decisions made before zoning is fully confirmed

⚠  Budgets that overlook infrastructure & permitting costs

⚠  Contractors without ADU-specific experience

Here are the 7 most common mistakes, and how to avoid every one of them.



MISTAKE

#01
Underestimating

Zoning & Permitting
Requirements

✓

⚠  WHAT GOES WRONG

✗  Relying on simplified online summaries of ADU laws

✗  Assuming your property qualifies because a neighbor built one

✗  Prioritizing layout before confirming regulatory constraints

✗  Local interpretation of state laws still varies significantly

✓  HOW TO AVOID IT

→  Conduct a thorough feasibility assessment before design

→  Review zoning, overlays, setbacks & utility requirements

→  Let permitting strategy inform design from the start

→  Clear documentation improves approval timelines



MISTAKE

#02
Choosing the Wrong

ADU Type for
Your Property

?

⚠  WHAT GOES WRONG

✗  Starting with a preference rather than property analysis

✗  Prioritizing short-term cost over long-term functionality

✗  Choosing based on general comparisons, not site realities

✗  Not reviewing structural capacity, circulation or yard impact

✓  HOW TO AVOID IT

→  Review lot dimensions, structural conditions & access

→  Compare ADU types within your specific site context

→  Align your choice with long-term goals & flexibility

→  Thoughtful evaluation prevents costly redesign later



MISTAKE

#03
Neglecting

Professional
ADU Design

⚠  WHAT GOES WRONG

✗  Using stock plans to cut upfront costs

✗  Relying on a GC to resolve design during construction

✗  Missing Title 24, structural eng. & space optimization

✗  Storage, ceiling heights & mechanical placement overlooked

✓  HOW TO AVOID IT

→  Engage a professional design team at the earliest stage

→  Integrate feasibility, structural & energy planning

→  Coordinated design reduces revisions & improves approvals

→  Aligned design + construction = fewer change orders



MISTAKE

#04
Treating It as a

"Backyard Add-On"
Not an Investment

$

⚠  WHAT GOES WRONG

✗  Viewing it only as construction, not a strategic asset

✗  Downgrading finishes & overlooking layout efficiency

✗  Not planning for 5-10 year use scenarios

✗  Treating the ADU as secondary to the main residence

✓  HOW TO AVOID IT

→  Set long-term objectives: rental, resale, family living

→  Evaluate layout, storage & durability for future use

→  The biggest cost isn't construction — it's poor planning

→  Approach the ADU as a strategic investment from day one



MISTAKE

#05
Budgeting Only
for Construction

Costs

$

⚠  WHAT GOES WRONG

✗  Relying solely on cost-per-square-foot as a benchmark

✗  Underestimating plan check, Title 24 & engineering fees

✗  Missing utility upgrades, sewer & panel modifications

✗  Soft costs occur at different stages and are easy to miss

✓  HOW TO AVOID IT

→  Build a full budget: design, permits, utilities & contingency

→  Review site conditions early for accurate projections

→  A comprehensive financial plan reduces scope compromises

→  Full investment clarity = fewer disruptive adjustments



MISTAKE

#06
Forgetting Privacy
& Soundproofing

⚠  WHAT GOES WRONG

✗  Privacy & acoustics assumed rather than designed

✗  Window placement driven by layout, not sightlines

✗  Standard walls meet code but lack real separation

✗  Issues aren't apparent until the unit is occupied

✓  HOW TO AVOID IT

→  Address privacy & acoustics early in design

→  Use strategic window placement, landscaping & fencing

→  Upgrade walls, insulation & resilient channel systems

→  Integrated from the start = truly independent living space



MISTAKE

#07
Hiring the Wrong
ADU Contractor

✗

⚠  WHAT GOES WRONG

✗  Relying on referrals from general renovation projects

✗  Choosing lowest bid without evaluating experience

✗  ADUs have distinct regulatory & logistical requirements

✗  Communication gaps create costly inconsistencies

✓  HOW TO AVOID IT

→  Evaluate contractors on proven LA ADU experience

→  Review projects & familiarity with local inspections

→  Clear communication & defined project management essential

→  Design-build team eliminates planning fragmentation



YOUR ADU PLANNING CHECKLIST

☐  #1:  Conduct a full zoning & permitting feasibility assessment

☐  #2:  Choose your ADU type based on property analysis, not preference

☐  #3:  Engage a professional ADU designer from day one

☐  #4:  Plan your ADU as a strategic investment, not just a build

☐  #5:  Budget for ALL costs: design, permits, engineering & contingency

☐  #6:  Design for privacy and soundproofing from the start

☐  #7:  Hire a contractor with proven ADU experience in Los Angeles

Complete this checklist before breaking ground.



Ready to Start Your ADU the Right Way?
Building an ADU in Los Angeles is a significant investment.

The decisions made during early planning shape timeline, budget, and long-term performance.

SCHEDULE YOUR FREE SITE EVALUATION  →

LADU specializes in detached ADUs, garage conversions, and JADUs in Los Angeles.

✓ Free On-Site Evaluation    ✓ End-to-End Design-Build    ✓ Transparent Pricing    ✓ Financing Options

www.ladu.co  |  (213) 855-3334

https://www.ladu.co/site-visit

