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Background 
Universal design and home accessibility have achieved a certain 
prominence in Norwegian housing policy in recent years. The 
purpose is to make sure all groups have a home that is customised 
to their needs, and in consequence a good standard of living. A lift 
is but one of several important means of achieving this goal. 
Retro-installing lifts in existing apartment buildings should make it 
easier for senior citizens and others with mobility impairments to 
live at home longer; a lift will also be helpful for other residents 
too, such as families. Retro-fitting lifts in existing buildings is in 
the wind at the moment given the increased focus of policy makers 
on helping seniors live longer at home and letting public services 
come to them rather than the other way round.  
 
Research questions 
In this study, we look at the extent to which retro-installing a lift 
improves the quality of life while facilitating resident integration. 
The central question is what the installation of the lift means for 
quality of life and integration. It is also about the experiences of 
affected parties of living in an apartment with access to a lift, 
whether having a lift has utility benefits, increases quality of life 
and facilitates resident integration. 
 
Level of living  
Quality of life and the related concept of level of living / living 
conditions are contingent, nevertheless, on many factors and can 
be defined by objective as well as normative criteria. We will be 
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focusing in particular on quality of life and level of living across 
two dimensions: 
 

 Subjective experiential dimension, which focuses on the 
individual’s subjective assessment or perception of 
improvements following the lift’s installation 

 Activity dimension, where we look at how accessibility to the 
apartments, in the form of a lift, can be an essential precondition 
of improved quality of life, for example, in terms of personal 
activity and social integration 
 

Retro-fitting lifts as a policy priority 
For the most part, there has been little interest in usability, 
accessibility and lifts as means to an end in housing policy circles 
in Norway. It was only with the introduction in 2010 of the new 
technical regulations that a stronger focus was put on usability and 
accessibility, but these regulations were limited in scope to the 
construction of new buildings. Requirements relating to the 
installation of lifts were tightened up in 2007, bringing Norway in 
line with the other Nordic countries. New funding schemes were 
made available from 2010 to help finance the retro-installation of 
lifts in existing buildings, but the scheme’s criteria are relatively 
narrow. 
 
Design and methodology 
The study uses both qualitative and quantitative methods. The 
quantitative analysis is based on data obtained by a two-part 
survey. The first part of the survey was of residents of a housing 
cooperative apartment building where a lift had been retro-fitted, 
and the second was of residents of a similar building but without a 
retro-installed lift. The qualitative part consists of interviews with 
those involved in the installation of the lift, i.e. leaders of 
committees and boards, key informants in housing cooperatives 
and others. We also undertook a small number of interviews with 
families, because they were less represented in the surveys. 
 
The sample 
In the two samples of residents in the two surveys, most of our 
respondents are senior, single and female. This, however, is 
representative of residents of this type of housing in small and 
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medium-sized towns. In order to weigh the findings from the 
surveys, we carried out some qualitative interviews with families 
living in the same buildings. 
 
Activity level as a level of living indicator  
If we take activity level as an indicator of level of living along a 
subjective and an activity dimension, we find several indicators 
suggesting a good level of living among residents in buildings with 
a retro-fitted lift. Residents are active, both in terms of going out 
to do their shopping and taking walks, but also socially, as they 
frequently both entertain people at home and visit family, friends 
and acquaintances. 
It is difficult to say whether this has any clear relationship with the 
retro-fitted lift. Nor do activity levels of residents in buildings with 
a lift differ so very much from those of people in buildings 
without a lift. 
But given that most residents in our sample in the building with 
the retro-fitted lift are senior and single, and as many as 30 per 
cent report mobility problems, it is reasonable to assume that the 
high level of activity is contingent to a degree on access to the lift. 
This proposition finds support when we look at who the really 
active ones are when it comes to getting out of the house to go 
shopping and to enjoy the company of others. 
Half of those who find it moderately or very difficult to climb 
stairs, due to permanent impairments of health or disabilities, 
report going out on a daily basis to buy provisions. Three out of 
four of those for whom climbing stairs is difficult, say, moreover, 
that they are involved in pastimes outside the home on a weekly 
basis. This suggests that even for people who have difficulty 
climbing stairs, a high proportion get out at least once a week for 
the purpose of shopping or to enjoy outdoor activities. This 
hypothesis is strengthened moreover by the fact that about 80 per 
cent of the survey’s respondents who report moderate or extreme 
difficulty climbing stairs, live on the first floor of the building or 
higher up. 
 
This could indicate an increase in living standards from retro-
installing a lift, particularly for people with physical disabilities that 
make it difficult to negotiate stairs. The analysis would seem to 
suggest then that the lift increases their likelihood of being active 
outside the home. Although the samples are small, and it is 
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difficult to draw any firm conclusions, also because many other 
factors are likely to affect the results than the ones we are looking 
at here, we see that senior singles who report difficulty with stairs 
in buildings where a lift has been retro-fitted also report weekly 
excursions outside the home for various purposes. It would be 
reasonable to interpret this in a positive level-of-living perspective. 
 
Residents’ subjective opinions of the benefits of retro-fitting 
a lift 
If we believe the informants in this study, a retro-installed lift 
makes life easier for a high proportion when it comes to doing 
different things outside the home, such as shopping, going for 
walks and other outdoor activities, as well as social events like 
visiting or receiving guests. At the same time, the lift makes it 
easier to get out and about in the neighbourhood, and a not 
insignificant proportion of residents spend time outdoors in the 
vicinity of the building and neighbourhood in general.  
This would seem to suggest a tangible level-of-living improvement 
after the lift is installed, both in a participation perspective and an 
activity perspective. The individual’s ability to cope on their own is 
strengthened in terms of doing practical chores such as shopping. 
The lift also opens up for more leisure activities and social contact. 
It is reasonable to assume that this strengthens the individual’s 
sense of being able to cope, enhancing thus their living standards. 
Especially for the elderly whose physical condition makes climbing 
stairs a problem, the lift is an enormous advantage. There are also 
those who report the greatest advantage in buildings where a lift 
has not been retro-fitted. These people also belong to the obvious 
target groups for universal design and adaptations to the physical 
environment in a life-cycle perspective. In this sense, the retro-
fitted lift would seems to have scored a bull’s eye with one of the 
prioritised groups of the country’s housing policy for persons with 
reduced mobility. 
 
The usefulness of retro-installing a lift 
Who, then, stands to gain most from retro-installing a lift in a 
level-of-living perspective? With the proviso that our material has a 
clear predominance of single seniors, especially single female 
seniors, the study suggests that access to a lift produces a 
significant improvement in the level of living of people who, for 
different health-related reasons, have difficulty climbing stairs. 



11 

Kommentarutgave 08.10.2012 

The lift, however, is also convenient for families, especially families 
with more than one child in the household. This was something 
we learned during our interviews with selected families. But we 
would also assume that retro-fitting a lift would improve living 
standards for households in addition to those included in this 
study. We are thinking in this respect of families who often have 
armfuls of stuff to carry upstairs in addition to ushering small 
children. This group is, however, less well represented in the 
buildings we used in this study. 
So the economic benefits of retro-fitting a lift are undeniable, not 
least because many seniors want to remain in their homes for as 
long as possible. The fact that the balance of seniors in the 
population is set to grow in Norway in the coming years, only 
serves to strengthen this tendency. 
 

 

 

 


