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Specifying door hardware can sometimes
feel like a juggling act. Securing the 
building is often the first thought when 
considering door hardware. Determining 
who will have access to what areas and 
when can be confounding. On top of 
building and user requirements specifiers 
must also consider ADA laws, fire and 
life safety codes that dictate the types of 
hardware and how they are installed. 
Depending on the door opening several 
codes can interplay, and the door 
hardware must comply with every code 
and law.

Low-energy power operators have been 
designed with a few of these specific 
requirements in mind in order to provide 
easier accessibility through doorways. 
Functioning on the same principle as a 
door closer that controls the opening and 
closing of a door, “low-energy” refers 
only to the speed at which the door opens 
and closes. Low energy operators require 
a “knowing act. To open the door a 
person would need to push a button or 
pull on a handle, which engages control 
over the door. 

The 2013 Builders Hardware 
Manufacturers Association (BHMA) 
Standard ANSI/BHMA A156.19 – 
American National Standard for Power 
Assist and Low Energy Power Operator 
Doors define a “knowing act” as follows:  

“Consciously initiating the powered 
opening of a low-energy power door 
using acceptable methods including: wall 
or jamb-mounted contact switches such 
as push plates; fixed non-contact 
switches; the action of manual opening 
(pushing or pulling) a door; and 
controlled access devices such as keypads, 
card readers, and key switches.”

There are also “high-energy” operators 
that can be triggered by a “non-knowing 
act”. Walking on a pressure matt or 
triggering a motion sensor would be 
examples of a “non-knowing act”. A 
person isn’t specifically doing anything to 
open the door. High energy operators 
also require special sensors to ensure that 
individuals or objects are not in the way 
of the door. If a high-energy operator 
encounters an obstruction, it will reverse 
action. If a special sensor is used on a 
low-energy power operator it 
automatically changes it to a high-energy. 
High energy operators are typically found 
in high traffic areas like malls, grocery 
stores or high wind areas. 

The American Association of Automatic 
Door Manufacturers (AAADM) 
conducted a survey of architects, 
specifiers, and manufacturers and asked 
where they preferred to use automatic 
door openers. The top answers were 
hospitals, airports, hospitality, and retail. 
These types of facilities are well served by 
automatic sliding doors, but where 
swinging doors are required by space or 
aesthetics, low-energy power operators 
are an ideal hardware choice. 

Available for several types of door 
configurations including single, double, 
or double egress (double doors where 
each leaf swings the opposite direction) 
door openings, low-energy power 
operators are a good choice in low traffic 
areas where a door opening needs to 
comply with the American with 
Disabilities Act (ADA) regulations for 
door opening force, speed, and hold-open 
timing. 

ADA 404.2.9 Door and Gate Opening 
Force, 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 5 seconds minimum.

ADA 404.2.9 Door and Gate Opening 
Force, states:

Fire doors shall have a minimum open 
force allowable by the appropriate 
administrative authority. The force for 
pushing or pulling open a door or gate 
other than fire doors shall be as follows:

   Interior hinges doors and gates:  
      5 pounds maximum
   Sliding or folding doors: 
     5 pounds maximum

By activating a button, push bar, or 
simply tugging on a door handle, a 
door equipped with a low-energy 
operator will take over the opening 
cycle of the door. These buttons or bars 
are collectively called “actuators”. The 
actuator engages the operator by 
sending a signal to the auto operator, 
releasing the latching mechanism and 
engaging the auto operator to open. 

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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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-

Once engaged, the operator begins to slowly open the door, 
holds the door in the 90-degree position for at least five 
seconds and then begins to slowly shut and latch the door. The 
door opening must also comply with ADA stated maneuvering 
distances and clear width requirements that are required on 
most door openings. 

The actuators also have location requirements as noted in 
ANSI/BHMA A156.19 A-5 Knowing Act Switches

• The switch should be located a maximum distance of 12
feet from the center of the door, remain accessible when
the door is opened, and shall not be located in a position
where the user would be in the path of the moving door.

• It is generally preferable for the switch to be located
within one to five feet from the door. If located more
than five feet from the center of the door, and additional
time delay beyond the five second minimum is
recommended. The additional time delay shall be a
minimum of one second for each additional foot of
distance.

• The switch should be installed a minimum of 34 inches
(864mm) and a maximum of 48 inches (1219mm) from
the floor, or as specified by the local building code.

• The switch should be mounted so the user can see the
door when activating.

When specifying low energy power operators, signage also 
needs to be taken into consideration. Again, ANSI/BHMA 
A156.19 6 Signage weighs in.

6.1  Doors shall be equipped with signage visible from either    
side of the door, instructing the user as to the operation and 
function of the door. The signs shall be mounted 50” +/- 
12” (1270mm +/- 305mm) from the floor to the center line of 
the sign. The letters shall be 5/8 inch (16mm) high minimum.

6.2  Consistent with section 2.2.1 of ANSI Z535.4 – 2002 the 
“signage and warnings” guidelines of A156.19 are recognized, 
industry- specific standards that predate the adoption of Z535.4 
and are not replaced by the standards set forth therein. 

Fire and life-safety codes must also be considered when 
specifying low-energy operators. NFPA 80 requires that any 
fire-rated opening must have fire-rated hardware, including 
low energy operators. NFPA 80 section 4.2.6 states:

“A fire-door assembly shall consist of components that are 
separate products incorporated into the assembly and are 
allowed to have their own subcomponents… Except where 
restricted by individual published listing, a fire door assembly 
shall be permitted to consist of the labeled, listed, or classified 
components of different organizations that are acceptable to the 
Authority Having Jurisdiction (AHJ).”

There are several UL-listed low-energy operators available for fire 
rated openings where opening assistance is required.

Coordinating hardware is an important consideration when using 
low-energy operators. Actuators that engage the operator can be 
wired, wireless, or even touchless. Most manufacturers offer a 
variety of shapes and sizes to coordinate with the building design or 
space constraints, like mullions. 

Anyone who has taken DHI Hardware 101 knows ball-bearing 
hinges are the best choice for a door with door control hardware 
installed. The hinges may be required to be electrified. Electric 
strikes, magnetic locks on push/pulls, or exit devices can all be used 
with low-energy power operators.

Assisted living facilities, schools, libraries, childcare facilities and 
public buildings are all markets where low-energy power operators 
can provide an excellent hardware solution when easier accessibility 
is needed. 
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