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Residential elevators used to be an indulgence 

for the really rich. But, increasingly, they're 

becoming a viable option for seniors looking to 

age in place at home 

BY FRANK CONDRON 
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During the 2012 U.S. 
election, incu.m.bent 
President Barack 
Obama gained a lot 
of traction with the 
argument that his 
opponent, wealthy 
businessman Mitt 
Romney, was out of 
touch with the 
aveiage American. 
It was a difficult point for the 

Republican challenger to 

counter; especially when ,t was 

revealed that the$12 million 

renovation planned for 

Romney's oceanfront mansion 

n La Jolla. Calif .. included an 

elevator - for his car. 

Historically, there has always 

been a perception that an 

elevator n a private residence 

was an extravagance reserved 

for the uber-wealthy (and 

super-villains in James Bond 

fi ms). And that perception was 

not without merit: elevators 

require a purpose-built shaft 

running from basement to top 

floor that can take up a lot of 

space they require complex 

electrical. hydraulic. or pulley 

and counterweight systems to 

operate: and. because they are 

essentially veh,des rather than 

static architectural elements. 

they take special care to install 

and maintain. If an elevator isn't 

an absolute necessity, most 

regular folks would sooner 

invest their money in a pool. 

In recent years. hOVvever. 

demographic and market 

factors have come together to 

alter the residential e e

vator market landscape. 
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With the populabon aging, 

many homeowners are 

sh1ft1ng their priorities when it 

comes to making renovation 

investments. Meanwhile. 

e evator technology has 

advanced considerably ,n 

terms of drive systems and 

overall space requirements. All 

of a sudden residential 

elevators don't seem ike the 

expensive fnll they once did 

GROWING MARKET 

Probably the biggest factor 

driVTng change in the 

residential elevator market is 

the ag ng population. 

According to Statistics Canada. 

there are now more people 

aged 65 and over in this 

country - almost six million. 

accounting for 1ust over 16 

percent of the tota population 

- than there are people aged 15

and under. and their numbers

are growing fast As more and

more Baby Boomers reach

retirement the number of

Canadians aged 64 and older 

is increasing at a rate of about

3.5 percent a year, four times 

the annual growth rate of the

population at large. and that

pace of grOVvth has increased

every year since 2011.
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ava I able and in the ability of 

companies ·ke ours to install 

devices n a cost-effective way." 

This shift in market 

dynamics inspired Ben Lean 

to start his Vancouver-based 

nstallat1on and maintenance 

company. Canada Home 

Elevator, 1n 2010. A veteran of 

the commercial elevator 

business since 1983, Lean 

decided the time was right to 

catch the coming wave of 

demand n the industry. 

"When you looked at the 

Baby Beamers getting older 

and the growth of the whole 

·aging in place' movement, i t

just made sense." recalls 

Lean . "The big commercial 

e evator companies don't 

want to deal with small 

residential Jobs. so there is 

an opportunity there." 
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GETTING IT DONE 
While installing a home 
elevator 1s not a complicated 
process. special care has to be 

moves the cab up and down 
using a piston. much I ke a 
forklift. Bectric models also 
incorporate tracks attached to 

of cables. In the case of a 
retrofit. the anchor wall may 
have to be reinforced to 
combat vibration and noise 

spot inside the house to ocate 
the elevator sha� an enclosed 
shaft has to be built aga nst an 
exterior wall and access 

taken to ensure smooth 'llll/lllllllllllllllllllllHIIUIIUIHIHIIHHll/lllllllllllllllllllllllllllllll/HIIHIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIHHIIHIIIIIIIIIJ 
operation once the device is up 
and running. In the case of new 1 ' ' 
construction or an addition to Installing a residential elevator is not a job that just any 
an existing home. the shaft handyman should try to tackle. There are multiple elements 
walls will be drawn nght into 

L
that have to be taken into consideration _ architectural.the plans Ike any other feature. 

In hydraulic models. the tracks Structural, and electrical. ' ' 
for the device are usually 
attached to one reinforced 'II/IIUHIIIUIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIHIIIIIIIIIIIIUUU/HHIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIUUIHIHIHIUUIIHIIIIHIIH/HJ 

anchor wall which bears the an anchor wall, but h01st the 
weight of the elevator through cab using a winch. a 
a cantilever attachment and counterweight. and a network 
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and to maintain a consistent doorways cut on each floor. 
ride over time. In some cases. Of course. when an elevator 
when there isn't an appropriate is added to an existing home 
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Home elevators can 

range from sleek modern styles to 

traditional models that seamlessly 

blend in with the decor. 

it's necessary to cut a hole in 

the floor (or floors) to allow the 

device to travel between 

various levels of the house. 

These liftways vary depending 

on the size of device required; 

the elevators themselves range 

in size from a relatively small 

two-person model (capable of 

carrying a 250 kg payload) up 

to a near commercial-size, 

five-person model with double 

the payload capacity. Naturally 

the liftway cutouts have to be 

aligned perfectly to ensure 

easy passage of the device 

with two or three inches of play 

on the three unattached sides. 

Special care also has to be 

taken to ensure the structural 

integrity of the floor is 

maintained once the liftway 

has been cut, and additional 

bracing may be required. 

"In a retrofit you are dealing 

with floor joists, important 

structural members, so you 

can't just cut a hole anywhere," 

warns Lean. "Because you 

have moving parts in the 

elevator enclosure, you have to 

be sure everything around it is 

stable. With retrofits, we 

sometimes bring in a structural 

engineer to advise us and the 

client about how best to 

approach the installation." 

Hamilton points out that 

taking extra care to brace the 

walls and floors around the 

elevator shaft does more than 

just maintain smooth operation 

over time. "If the house creaks 

or groans when the elevator is 

in motion, that's going to make 

the rider feel unsafe," he says. 

"That's why we use three

quarter inch plywood to 

reinforce the area and screw and 

glue everything. If you cheap

out on installation, problems 

could arise pretty quickly." 

In the case of an electric 

model, whether the last stop is 

the top floor of the house or 

the rooftop, there needs to be 

space (eight or nine feet from 

floor level) at the top of the 

shaft to house the overhead 
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Canadians are living longer - and living 

active lives at the same time. A home elevator adds 

some peace of mind for the future. 

winch components of the 
elevator's drive mechanism. 
For both electric and hydraulic 
models. a concrete well must 
be constructed at the bottom 
of the sha� (4 to 14 nches) 
below the level of the 
basement floor to accom
modate the cab floor supports 
and 1ft attachments while 
allowing the elevator to make a 
evel stop. Some electric 
models locate the drum winch 
at the bottom of the sha� 

The elevator cab itself 1s 
actually assembled inside the 
finished sha�. beginning with 
the cab floor. The walls and 
ceilng are then constructed 
us ng wood or metal panels or 
aminated glass plates 
supported by an aluminum 

frame. Modern hydraulic 
systems operate with an 
electric backup component 
that kicks n when there 1s a 
loss of pressure, and the 
control panel and hydraulic 
pump unit for the elevator 
operate on a dedicated 
220-volt power supply (110V
for the cab lights and fan).
Regardless of what kind of 
system the client chooses.
electrical work is usually 
required to beef up the home's 
existing system to handle the 
additional load. 

RISING 
EXPECTATIONS 
Unlike commercial elevator 
installers. residential 
contractors don't need a 

renocontractor ca Au9ust/Septerr.ber 2016 

specific license to install an 
elevating device in a private 
home in Canada. It should be 
noted. however. that 
residential elevators are 
subject to strict municipal 
permitting requirements and 
inspection codes. 

Still. as residential elevators 
grow n popularity, the quality 
of installations s sure to come 
under more and more scrutiny 

from both customers and 
mun·c1pallt1es. In an effort to 
get ahead of this curve. the 
Canadian Elevator Contractors 
Association has set up a 
Residential Elevator 
Committee. which is currently 
chaired by Jamie Hamilton. 
Along with raising general 
public awareness about the 
convenience and increasing 
affordability of residentia 
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elevators. the Residential 

Elevator Committee is 

currently working on a 

"Turnover Checklist" for 

installers with the goal of 

establishing minimum safety 

and installation standards that 

can be adopted industry-wide. 

"installing a residential 

elevator is not a job that just 

any handyman should try to 

tackle." says Hamilton. "There 

are multiple elements that have 

to be taken into consideration - 

architectural, structural, 

electrical. Then there IS the 

safety aspect when you 

consider that someone is going 

to be riding inside this device, 

Iikely someone with mobility 

issues. Our ultimate goal is to 

establish some level of self-

regulation across the industry." 

While Lean believes the 

growing demand for res,dential 

elevators w1ll lkely prompt 

more competitors to cons,der 

getting nto the game. he is in 

complete agreement that 

installing these devices is not a 

job for the fly-by-night 

contractor. 'There 1s no such 

thing as an off-the-shelf 

installation: it never happens," 

Lean says. ··No two houses are 

a ike. and because permits take 

time and every job is carefully 

inspected. each nstallation has 

to be approached carefully. 

Nothing happens overnight. · 16 

Before Frank Condron leaves an 

elevator, ho presses the buttons 

for all tho floors. 




