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Background 
There has been a particularly strong focus in recent years on 
policies addressing the senior citizen and the provision of housing 
which incorporate universal design standards. Providing stepless 
access to all dwellings and to main rooms within the dwelling is a 
central objective. Current mechanisms are mostly designed to 
encourage universal design in new developments. But most of the 
future the housing stock is already built.Changes in the stock is 
characterised by inertia. A review of the existing housing stock 
found that all of 36 per cent of dwellings in buildings of five 
stories or more lacked a lift, and that 90 per cent of dwellings in 
low-rise buildings (three to four stories) also lacked a lift. Installing 
lifts in existing buildings is therefore a key feature of efforts to 
upgrade the building stock. 
At the moment, however, there are few incentives for 
accomplishing such upgrading. There are two incentive 
mechanisms today, a grant for undertaking a feasibility study and a 
planning grant. Both mechanisms are administered by the 
Norwegian State Housing Bank. 
There used to be two other sources of funding to help cover the 
cost of lift installation. The Housing Bank dispensed a lift grant in 
the years 1996_2000, and Oslo City Council operated a lift 
installation fund from 1996. Experience of the Housing Bank 
scheme showed that most projects were carried out in owneroccupied 
flats in the western area of central Oslo. Not one project 
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was undertaken in condominiums in Oslo. Several condominiums 
in Hamar have installed lifts, however, with and without the 
benefit of a grant. We have little information about recent 
developments in this area since 2000. 
 
Research question 
Installing lifts in existing buildings raises several issues with regard 
to technology, financing and decision making. The project sought 
to answer several questions, including, 
_ How extensive were the alterations required to 
accommodate the installation? 
_ Do housing co-ops and co-ownerships where lifts were 
installed share particular characteristics or features? 
_ What motivated or induced condominiums and the boards 
of owner occupied flats, to install the lift? 
_ What was done to facilitate decision making processes and 
funding? 
_ Who advised the condominiums and the boards of owner 
occupied flats on issues to do with the lift installation? 
 
Method 



Methodologically, this report is based on case studies. The work 
included on-site inspection of buildings, interviews with decision 
makers, users of lifts and members of the lift supplier and real 
estate business. We also assembled documents for each of the 
cases, including blueprints and tenders from lift suppliers. 
But how to find the actual projects? NBBL (Norwegian Federation 
of Cooperative Housing Associations) had conducted a 
membership survey and found a selection of likely projects. We 
also got in touch with the leading and most relevant lift suppliers. 
This resulted in a pool of 25 different housing condominiums and 
owner occupied flats which had decided to install lifts. From this 
pool we then selected ten cases, with seven different lift suppliers. 
We also contacted four condominiums and owner boards of 
occupied flats where a decision concerning lift installation was 
pending. The report is therefore based on 14 cases, ten of which are 
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relatively comprehensive, four less so. Each case is presented in 
the report. 
 
Few installations in existing buildings 
The study found that several lift suppliers have submitted tenders 
for numerous projects which had not come to fruition. 
Looking at our case studies we find two main groups. 
_ Owner occupied flats located in Oslo west with spacious 
apartments. These apartments fetch a high market price, 
between 4 and 7 MNOK. An investment of around 
100_300,000 NOK would not represent a significant share 
of the individual apartment’s current market price. 
_ Condominiums outside Oslo with smaller and significantly 
cheaper apartments. As a proportion of the apartments’ 
value, the cost of installing a lift is significant. Occupants 
tend to be relatively old, and in most cases there is no 
alternative housing in the area where lifts are installed. 
Many of the cases studied were able to have lifts installed “on the 
cheap” insofar as the housing for a lift was included when the 
building was constructed. In older buildings, the lift is often 
installed in the eye of the stairwell. If a new stairwell or lift housing 
is required, it can be very expensive. But we saw that it had been 
done, often in connection with the conversion of the top storey. 
 
Good decision processes and good stakeholders 
Many condominiums and boards of owner occupied flats discuss 
installing a lift, but as we have seen, very few implement it. 
In our data, one factor in particular appears to be a sine qua non 
for a positive decision to install a lift: 
_ There has to be an individual driving the process who doesn’t take 
no for an answer and doesn’t give up. Champions like these are 
necessary to galvanize support and navigate a process which 
in some cases can go on for years. We find in the successful 
projects a workable information system which is used to gain 
the support of the other residents. It is important for the 
primus motor to ally him or herself with residents who have 
the competence to promote the benefits of installing a lift, 
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and to ensure his or her legitimacy among the residents at 



large. 
_ Another factor common in many of our cases was the better 
than average technical proficiency of the initiator (who was 
often the chair of the board as well). Most are male, and 
many have a background in engineering, construction or 
property development. Because of this, they were able to 
appreciate the practical implications of the installation, and 
communicate more easily with the lift suppliers. The largest 
and most complicated project we investigated would have 
been impossible to complete without the expertise of the 
chair of the board, advocate and initiator. 
 
Funding and cost sharing in condominiums 
All condominiums in our study financed the installation by taking 
out loans, recouping the cost by adding it to the monthly rent 
payment. In practice, the lift won’t be paid for until the loan is 
repaid. In that sense, current residents pay only a small proportion 
of the cost of the lift; new residents, on the other hand, will inherit 
loan obligations lasting many years. 
The new Housing Co-operatives Act of 20032requires the 
distribution of joint costs to be adjusted if alterations to the 
dwellings or the property otherwise result in major changes in 
relative values.3 The installation of a lift represents one such 
alteration. It follows therefore that the residents of apartments that 
do not increase in value by having a lift installed in the building 
should not pay for it. This applies in particular to ground floor 
residents living on the same floor as the main entrance to the 
building. 
In all of our cases, all of the occupants were paying for the lift 
irrespective of the floor on which they lived. Even those living on 
the ground floor (or in the basement) in the blocks we visited 
benefitted somewhat from the lift. Only one case in our material 
differentiated the costs depending on what floor the dwelling was 
on. The others charge residents the same whichever floor they live 
2 Act of 6 June 2003 No. 39 relating to housing cooperatives 
3 Section 5-19, para 1, second sentence 
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on. In some cases costs were subdivided according to the size of 
the apartment. 
It would probably encourage more residents of condominiums to 
agree to a lift installation if the costs were divided more “fairly”, 
and in line with the principles of the 2003 Housing Co-operatives 
Act. 
 
Funding and cost sharing in owner occupied flats 
In the condominiums and the owner occupied flats, loans were not 
taken out to fund the installation. In two cases, the installation was 
included in conversion work on the top storey, and was not 
specified on the bill from the constructor. Here, the real cost of 
the installation is unknown. In both cases, the appreciation in 
value was estimated on the basis of floor seize, and the amount 
residents paid was calculated by a pre-agreed formula. Ground 
floor residents are either exempted or pay a nominal sum only. 
Cost sharing in the owner occupied flats appears therefore not to 
present the same problems for the decision process as in the 
housing co-ops. 



 
Financial incentives _ planning grants? 
The Housing Bank has allocated a limited grant for a technical 
survey of condominiums and owner occupied flats. New housing 
grant guidelines were issued in 2008. The scheme includes a grant 
for planning the installation of a lift, limited upwards to 50 per 
cent of the overall cost. The budget available for the grants 
amounted to NOK 5 million in 2008. In the lift projects which we 
examined, there was wide variation in the extent of the alterations. 
According to information provided by the lift suppliers, we were 
able to estimate the cost of planning to between NOK 70_80,000 
and 150,000, with an average cost of around 130_140,000. 
According to one supplier, planning costs amount to 8_10 per 
cent of the total investment. Grants for lift installation planning 
can therefore vary between NOK 35,000 and 75,000 depending on 
the extent of the alterations involved. All in all, units considering 
upgrades, including installing a lift, can access support for the 
technical survey (including the feasibility of installing a lift), and 
following a decision to go ahead, a grant to help defray planning 
costs. The costs will be divided between different stages and 
different stakeholders, depending on how the work is organised. 
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When the Housing Bank provides planning grants of upwards of 
50 per cent of the planning costs, it works out as a rule to about 4_5 
per cent of the total investment. How this acts as an incentive is rather 
uncertain. The usual argument for installing a lift according to our 
data is its practical utility; appreciation of the apartment’s market 
value is secondary. And how much an apartment increases in value 
from having a lift in installed is entirely unclear. People’s 
willingness to pay for property varies widely across the housing 
markets and market segments, apart from the impact of the size of 
the property. We find that lift suppliers today face demands for 
lifts from the older housing stock in Oslo west, where apartments 
today cost between NOK 4 and 8 million. Even in this highly 
solvent market segment, there are many more inquiries about 
prices than completed projects. This could mean that the cost of a 
lift to the individual unit is higher than the estimated appreciation 
in market value. 
Whether the planning grant will encourage wider interest among 
residents of condominiums and owner-occupied flats is also a 
moot point. The sums in question are so small that if a lift were to 
be installed, it would be more helpful if other ways of reducing and 
ensuring a fair division of the costs were available than by a grant 
amounting to only about 4_5 per cent. 
 
Does installing a lift result in “universal design”? 
When existing housing is converted/updated, design standards are 
not as rigorous as they are for new housing. If there exists a legal 
demand for a lift in a building, the minimum floor area for 
disability lifts (for wheelchair users) is 140 x 110 cm. The effective 
width of the doorway should be at least 90 cm. To enable users to 
turn their wheelchair, a floor area of 200 x 140 cm is 
recommended. None of the lifts in our case studies satisfied this 
standard, and only one satisfied standards regarding the general 
dimensions of the lift and doorway width of 90 cm. Not one of the 
lifts installed in newly constructed lift housing satisfy the minimum 



standards for new buildings. But while the lifts do not measure up 
to the standards of new buildings, there’s enough space for 
lightweight wheelchairs and the residents are very happy with the 
practical benefits of the lift. 
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If we turn our attention to older apartment buildings in Oslo, built 
in the 1890s, we find widespread concern among residents to 
ensure that aesthetic and architectural qualities are preserved. The 
lift solutions adopted here, despite involving a few steps to access 
the cab, are of great practical value. One should resist setting overrigorous 
standards regarding stepless access, but balance access 
requirements against other requirements and ideals. It would be a 
shame to make the best the enemy of the good. 
 
Expertise and sound advice 
The boards of all the condominiums and the owner occupied flats 
in our case studies have had to supervise the process themselves. 
Some employed the services of professional supervisors to 
organise the contractors. Some also used consultants to help them 
sift through the various solutions. All the same, the boards have 
had to make decisions during the process as well. Informants attest 
to the importance of board members with a grasp of the technical 
side of things to supervise the process properly. 
When we look at what the lift suppliers and board members told 
us, one of the challenges mentioned by both groups is knowledge 
of building processes and technical issues. Lift suppliers are not 
happy about working with amateurs, and the boards are forced to 
obtain technical expertise either by electing particularly competent 
board members/chair or by going through the housing 
associations, the main contractor _ who does more than simply 
install the lift _ or a consultancy. The latter option is not 
considered very highly by the boards, who feel they got less than 
they paid for. 
It might encourage the decision of installing lifts if an impartial 
body could be set up to help the boards tackle the demands of the 
work. There is no impartial body today to which interested boards 
may turn for advice about different solutions. In many of our 
cases, the lift supplier doubled as the consultant. Contractors or 
construction engineering consultants could also do the job. 
However, they will most likely base their preferred solutions on 
their product. The problems connected with decision processes 
have been mentioned by others in relation to general housing 
rehabilitation (Haavik 2008). There is therefore room for a sound, 
neutral advisory service in this area. 


