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Abstract Over the years, many city managers,

policy makers and academics alike have turned to

high-rise buildings as pathway to sustainable urban

development. However, the sustainability of such

types of development in various geographical con-

texts, especially in sub-Saharan Africa, is a subject

less explored. Amidst the promotion of high-rise

development in a rapidly urbanizing metropolis in

Ghana, Kumasi, the research empirically examined

the social acceptability of high-rise residential facil-

ities and the institutional capacity for their effective

management. By conducting face-to-face interviews

with sampled households, and critical public service

providers in the metropolis, the study uncovered that,

contrary to the evidence from many Asian cities, there

is generally low social acceptability of high-rise

developments, and a weak institutional capacity for

effective service delivery. The research concludes

that, whilst it is tempting to embrace high-rise

buildings as sustainable development pathway, it is

crucial they are pursued with much circumspection. In

addition to their design being tailored to the local

needs of the people for whom they are built, the

promotion of high-rise development should recognize

the importance of effective service delivery, and

general social acceptability.

Keywords High-rise development � Social
acceptability � Sustainability � Institutional capacity �
Ghana

Introduction

While urbanization is a global phenomenon, it has

been particularly massive and rapid in developing

countries over the past few decades (UN 2014;

Pacione 2009). Indeed, Africa and Asia are projected

to absorb a whopping nine in every ten additional

urban dwellers expected in 2050. This, in spatial

terms, reflects on the one part, a change in status of

settlements from rural to urban, and growth of existing

urban settlements on the other. These, in many

instances, trigger an evolution in urban spatial struc-

ture, for instance, the case of Accra City-Region

(Agyemang et al. 2017). This evolution normally

occurs at the expense of surrounding environment in

terms of land cover. Stemming from these trends, the

quest for sustainable urban development is fast

gaining patronage at the global level (Yuen et al.

2006). In addition to occupying critical policy atten-

tion, many city managers have in diverse ways, largely
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through the promotion of high-rise developments,

pursued compact urban form (Wong 2010; Healy and

Birrell 2006).

However, despite the seemingly compelling rea-

sons for the adoption of high-rise buildings as pathway

to sustainable development, a number of concerns,

many of whom borders on issues of safety and energy

efficiency, have reverberated globally. Indeed, recent

incidents, including the Grenfell Tower tragedy,—a

huge fire that gutted the tower block in West London

and claimed about 80 lives (Scott, 2017)—seems to

have re-ignited the discourse about the safety of tall

buildings. Whilst it may be understandable that the

discussions are dominated by safety and energy

efficiency issues, it is equally important that other

fundamental and critical issues, such as, the social

acceptability of high-rise buildings is accorded

research prominence. For instance, is the pursuit of

high-rise developments in various geographical con-

text backed by social support, or is it a conception of

technical rationality that is isolated from social

realism? Answers to these questions are vital, as they

are at the core of whether high-rise developments

should be pursued in the first place.

It is also noted that, while, generally, there is

limited knowledge on social acceptability of high-rise

buildings, the problem is quite pronounced within the

context of sub-Saharan Africa. Thus, a grey area that

requires much light, is whether people in various cities

in the sub-region prefer high-rise living. Tightly linked

to this, is the need for an examination of the capacity of

institutions charged with the delivery of essential

services in high-rise facilities. Again, the need for

research in this area cannot be overemphasized,

particularly, when juxtaposed with the necessity for

a well-grounded policy direction on high-rise

buildings.

As a contribution to filling the aforementioned

knowledge deficit, and informing policy direction in

parts of Africa, this research examines the socio-

cultural acceptability of high-rise buildings, and the

institutional capacity for efficient service delivery.

Pursuant to this, empirical data is drawn from Kumasi

metropolis, a rapidly urbanizing city in Ghana.

Stemming from its high pace of expansion and sprawl

(Acheampong et al. 2017; Cobbinah and Amoako

2012), the local planning authorities of Kumasi

metropolis have turned to the promotion of high-rise

buildings, especially in the Central Business District

(CBD).

The paper is organized into six sections. The next

section, drawing from literature, presents an overview

of vertical development at the global scene. This is

followed a discussion of the methodology employed.

The ‘‘Results’’ section then takes off, with the first part

exploring households’ opinions and preferences for

high-rise living, while the second dissects the capacity

of key service providers. In the ‘‘Discussion’’ section,

the results are compared with those from other studies

around the world, and policy implications are inferred.

A conclusion is drawn in the last section.

Vertical developments: an overview

Historical context of vertical development

The definition of high-rise development is geograph-

ically sensitive, and as a result, far from absolute

(Buchanan 2008). For instance, whilst 30 storeys are

generally considered tall in London, they are viewed

as average in New York City (Buchanan 2008). In

accounting for the historical evolution of high-rise

developments, it is important to place into context the

significant role of elevators. The invention of high

speed elevator during the period of industrial revolu-

tion catapulted the proliferation of high-rise buildings

(Ali and Moon 2007). Vertical developments became

a prominent feature of many cities in the twentieth

century. Early conceptual development by Le Cor-

busier, and later by Wright and Soleri made a

significant contribution to the development of high-

rise buildings in the early decades through to the

middle part of the twentieth century (Wong 2004;

Yuen et al. 2006). The latter period of the century saw

major advancement in construction technology, which

together with booming population, urbanisation, and

land scarcity, especially, in Asia, accelerated the

development of high-rise buildings (Lee et al. 2011;

Mahgoub and Abbara 2011). During the same time in

Australia, growth in slum population had been a

contributing factor (Costello 2005).

By the 1960s, high-rise developments had become

popular in the US, Asia, Europe and Australia (Yuen

2005). Afterwards, in the 1970s, many of the criti-

cisms of vertical development emerged (Yuen et al.

2006). Most of the criticism were centred on the social
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effects of high-rise living (Costello 2005; Gifford

2007). The pace of high-rise development slowed

down in many cities in the 1970s and few decades

afterwards. However, the quest for compact settle-

ments, and increased awareness for sustainable devel-

opment (Gonçalves 2004) heightened touristic

attraction for vertical developments, rekindled high-

rise developments in many cities in the 1980s and

1990s.

The state of vertical development in the twenty-

first century

Contrary to the predictions of many researchers after

the bombing of the World Trade Centre in September

11, 2001, cities have continued to grow vertically

(Parker 2014). Indeed, in contemporary times, many

city authorities have embraced high-rise buildings as

tools for pursuing urban compactness, sustainability.

For instance, in response to massive urban population

growth, urbanization, scarcity of land, the city author-

ities of Singapore and China have promoted tall

buildings (Chen et al. 2012; Choi et al. 2012). The

economic viability of tall buildings, as well their

perceived manifestation of economic power, has

catalysed vertical development in Australia and the

gulf region in the twenty-first century (Costello 2005;

Short 2007).

In Europe, the quest for compact cities, shortage of

housing, and planning policies, especially in the UK,

have catapulted high-rise development in the conti-

nent (Tavernor 2007; Evans and Unsworth, 2011). The

city of London, for instance, continues to grow taller,

as the permitting, and development of high-rise

buildings has been on the rise (Tavernor 2007).

The pull and push factors of high-rise buildings

in the contemporary global arena

Today, several factors attract and repel vertical

development in the global arena. Popular in Europe,

especially in the UK, is the perceived impediment on

heritage (Short 2007; Tavernor 2007). Again, in many

parts of the UK, tall buildings have been neglected,

and command low public status (Turkington et al.

2004). Vertical developments have also created envi-

ronmental and urban management problems, such as,

congestion, pollution, increased energy consumption

and waste creation (Feng and Xingkuan 2011; Wener

and Comalt 2006). Hamilton et al. (2017) contends

that high-rise buildings, relative to regular ones,

consume more gas.

High-rise buildings are also known to present

enormous challenges to, the health of some of their

occupants, and the providers of prehospital care (Mao

and Ong 2016). Indeed, Drennan et al. (2016) found

that, in Toronto, patients who occupied the upper

floors of tall buildings were more susceptible to not

surviving cardiac arrest that occurs out of hospital.

Socially, factors encompassing, diminishing com-

munal spirit, creation of mental and psychological

defects, which stem from isolation of occupants from

ground space, are among the repellents of high-rise

buildings (Wong 2004; Cho and Lee 2009). Also,

high-rise living is seen by many households with

children as less safe (Costello 2005). Indeed, many of

the high-rise council housing, which were constructed

in the 1960s in the UK, have been socially unpopular,

and are treated as market residue (Turkington et al.

2004; Jones and Murie 2006). Moreover, rescue

operations during emergencies are also difficult in tall

buildings (Liu et al. 2012). Firefighting operations in

tall buildings, particularly from seventh floors or

higher, tend to be problematic (Isman 2017). The

Grenfell Tower tragedy, a huge fire that gutted the

tower block in West London and claimed about 80

lives (Scott 2017) attests this.

Notwithstanding these forces, cities have grown

taller. The aesthetic view offered to many has been a

major accelerator of high-rise buildings (Wong 2004).

Similarly, many city authorities have embraced the

iconic view of tall buildings (Tavernor 2007). Indeed,

a study in Singapore has shown that owing to special

scenic view, people pay extra price to occupy higher

floors (Yuen et al. 2006).

Other critical factors, which have propelled the

continued development of high-rise buildings,

include: scarcity and high cost of land coupled with

growing population (Liu et al. 2012); quest for

compact cities, and sustainable development by many

planners and city authorities (Gonçalves 2004; Lee

et al. 2011); maximization of profit by developers

(Short 2007); and national pride and prestige (Mah-

goub and Abbara 2011). Moreover, there has been the

argument that high-rise buildings and high densities

are more efficient in terms of energy consumption.

See, for instance, Resch et al. (2016). In a nutshell,

despite the push factors, there are plethora of forces
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which have made high-rise developments indispens-

able in urban planning and management hence the

continuous growth in height of many cities.

Methodology

The case study in context

The study is situated in the Central Business District

(CBD) of Kumasi metropolitan area, located within

the Ashanti Region of Ghana, as presented in Fig. 1.

The metropolitan area, which extends over approxi-

mately 212 km2 of land, emerged as the most popu-

lous administrative district unit in Ghana during the

last census in 2010. With an initial population of about

1.2 million at the beginning of the twenty-first century,

the metropolis gained an additional 800,000 people

during the period between 2000 and 2010, hence

increased its population to about 2 million. (Ghana

Statistical Service 2013). In the process, the metropo-

lis grew at 5.7% annually, one of the highest annual

growth rates recorded in the country.

Methods

The research employed qualitative approach by

drawing on empirical data collected from 50 heads

of households, a number which represented a satura-

tion in the responses. There was, first, a reconnais-

sance survey of the CBD. In the sampling process,

using major roads as boundaries, the CBD was

demarcated into 10 clusters. A number of households,

ranging from 3 to 7, were selected from each cluster.

Not more than one household was selected for a house,

meaning the 50 were sampled from an equal number of

houses. The selection of houses preceded the sampling

of the households. The housing density in the various

clusters underpinned the determination of the exact

number of houses that were selected from each.

Fig. 1 Contextual location of Kumasi metropolis CBD Source: Authors, based on spatial data from TCPD, 2015
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Subsequently, households were randomly sampled,

and interviewed. Having administered 40 question-

naires, the width of the study stagnated as no new

codes/responses emerged. Upon administering addi-

tional 10 questionnaires, the stagnation in the diversity

of responses was confirmed. Using the concept of

saturation in qualitative research (Fusch and Ness

2015; Mason 2010), the study settled on the 50 as a

representative sample of the study population. Even

though the study is generally qualitative, statistical

tests such as Chi square and spearman correlation have

been performed where appropriate.

In examining the institutional capacity to deliver

effective services in high-rise buildings, three critical

institutions: the Ghana Fire Service, Ghana Water

Company Limited, and the National Disaster Man-

agement Organisation were interviewed. The Town

and Country Planning Department (TCPD) of the

Kumasi Metropolitan Assembly (KMA) was also

interviewed to understand the planning and the policy

context of high-rise buildings. The interviews were

conducted through face-to-face technique with inter-

view guides and semi-structured questionnaires.

Results

The results have been presented and discussed under

three major sections: social acceptability, institutional

capacity and interaction between the two. In examin-

ing the social acceptability, residents’ general opin-

ions and preferences for high-rise developments have

been analysed taking into cognisance, variables such

as gender, age, housing typology, and floor of

occupation. However, prior to that, the context and

characteristics of high-rise developments in the

metropolis, are first presented.

High-rise buildings in the CBD of Kumasi

Metropolis: context and characteristics

Majority of dwellings in Kumasi metropolis are

compound houses, a traditional housing typology,

which is particularly dominant (53% of all dwelling

unit) in the Ashanti Region (Kumasi Metropolitan

Assembly 2010). Data on high-rise buildings in

Kumasi metropolis is very sketchy. That notwith-

standing, interviews with the TCPD revealed that,

prior to the last decade of the twentieth century,

buildings in the CBD were predominantly 2 storeys.

Upon sensing the rapidity of the city’s expansion and

the need to accommodate more households and

businesses in the CBD, the TCPD, which is respon-

sible for the preparation of plans and issuance of

development permit, introduced a new building height

standard of 4 storeys minimum. The CBD-centric

minimum height specification was instituted in 1990.

The spatial context of the expansion of the city, which

prompted the city authorities’ reliance on high-rise

buildings as pathway to sustainable development, is

depicted in Fig. 2. The figure, which is an extraction

from (Acheampong et al. 2017); a classification of

Landsat images for Greater Kumasi Sub-region, shows

the historical built-up and non-built-up areas of the

metropolis.

Whilst there is no comprehensive data on the exact

height of buildings, our interview with the TCPD

revealed that the number of storeys ranged from 1 to 7,

with 3 as the average. This was corroborated by close

inspection of randomly selected streets, and the

experiences of some of the authors who have lived

and worked in the city. Most of the buildings above 3

storeys are located within the CBD, and have multi-

purpose uses, largely, commercial-residential, and

residential-administrative. Majority of the facilities in

the CBD (about 85%) are privately owned, while

public and joint ownership (public and private)

account for about 10 and 5% respectively. More than

half of the private facilities are owned by individuals,

the very rich in the society. However, their clients,

people who rent and occupy the residential high-rise

dwellings are largely low and middle-income earners

who normally cannot afford detached houses.

Residents’ general opinions on high-rise

developments

Majority (80%) of residents hold positive opinion

about the general concept of vertical development,

whilst 10% think the idea is a bad one. Quite a

significant proportion of the respondents, another

10%, are indifferent regarding their opinion on vertical

developments. Is there a relationship between the

general opinion of residents and variables, such as,

age, gender, and educational level attained? A bivari-

ate correlation analysis shows that there is no statis-

tically significant relationship between residents’

opinions about high-rise buildings, and, gender
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(r = .079, p[ 0.05), age (r = - .12, p[ 0.05), and

educational level (q = - .09, p[ 0.05).

Reasons behind residents’ opinion on high-rise

buildings

Several factors account for residents’ opinion about

high-rise buildings, and these are presented in Table 1.

According to over 40% of respondents, vertical

developments ensure effective utilization of space,

while close to one-fifth (18%) view such develop-

ments as risky, especially during emergency cases.

About 10% of residents believe vertical developments

are multi-functional, and presents the opportunity for

integrating multiple uses in one place. Aesthetics,

which features prominently in literature (Wong 2004;

Tavernor 2007) as a propelling factor of vertical

development, is cited by 6% of the respondents. Quite

related, 8% of residents attribute their opinion to nice

aerial view offered by such developments. Regarding

health, whereas 2% of residents think of the energy

required for climbing stairs as a good form exercise, a

similar proportion interprets such requirements as

tiring and bad for their health.

Fig. 2 Historical built-up extent of Kumasi Metropolis Source: Extracted and processed from Acheampong et al. (2017)

Table 1 Factors behind

residents’ opinion about

vertical development

Source: Field survey,

February 2013

Type of opinion Reasons Number Percentage

Positive Efficient use of space 22 44

Good for health (form of exercise) 1 2

Promotion of compact spatial form 1 2

Multi-functionality 5 10

Aesthetics 3 6

Nice aerial view 4 8

Solution to problems of accommodation shortage 3 6

Prestige 1 2

Sub-total 40 80

Negative Risky during emergency problems 9 18

Bad for health (requires more energy) 1 2

Sub-total 10 20

Total 50 100
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Residents’ preferences for living on higher floors

Notwithstanding that majority of residents hold pos-

itive opinion about vertical developments, their pref-

erence for occupying higher floors1 differ. Indeed,

slightly more than half of the sampled respondents

have no preference for living on any floor higher than

the ones they occupy. It appears females are, rela-

tively, reluctant to high-rise living. While more than

half (52%) of females have no preference for living on

higher floors, the opposite is true for males (52% have

preference for higher floors).

More than half of residents who prefer to live on

higher floors attribute their preference to the nice

aerial view that such heights offer. Other influential

factors are presented in Table 2. About 12% of the

respondents predicate their preference on economic

grounds. According to this segment of the sampled

population, rents for higher floors are relatively

cheaper, hence it is economical to occupy them.

Another 12% of residents do not object to occupying

higher floors, simply, as a result of being indifferent to

living on ground or higher floors. The preoccupation

of these residents is more about access to accommo-

dation rather than height of living.

Residents’ height limit preferences

The study finds significant variations in the height

limit preference of residents. While the third floor

emerge as the average limit, the seventh floor is

highest height preference. Further disaggregation of

data uncovers that the highest floor preference varies

among gender. Whereas, on the average, males

expressed four floors as their limit, females had no

preference for living on floors above two. In contrast,

the correlation between height limit preference, and

the educational level of residents is weak, but non-

statistically significant (r = .27, p[ 0.05). Also, a

negative, weak, but statistically insignificant correla-

tion is expressed between height limit preference and

age of residents (r = - .2, p[ 0.05).

By examining residents’ floor of occupation, and

their preference for higher floors, an interesting

relationship is uncovered. First, the results of a cross

tabulation between the two are presented in Fig. 3. In

conducting further test, residents’ floor of occupation

is dichotomized into two categories: above second

floor, on one side, and, second floor and below on the

other. A Chi square test (x2) reveals a significant

association between residents’ floor of occupation,

and their preference for higher floor living, x2 1ð Þ ¼
15:8; p\0:05;Phi ¼ 0:561: These values indicate

that, the association between the two variables is large

and statistically significant. The size effect has also

been interpreted in relation to odds ratio, which shows

that residents who live above second floor have 13

times the odds of not preferring a higher floor, relative

to occupants of second floor, and below. This is

striking in the sense that these residents non-prefer-

ence could have been shaped by experiences, some-

thing delved deeper in the next sub-heading.

Aside the fact that many residents who hold

preference for high-rise living are unwilling to live

beyond third floors, majority have no preference at all.

A number of reasons, including, less safety, lack of

elevators, irregular flow of water, and other inconve-

niences, have been attributed to the non-preference.

Among these, absence of functional elevators in high-

rise buildings is commonly cited by close to half

(48%) of residents. According to these residents, much

energy is required for conducting daily activities.

Close to 80% of respondents who expressed such

frustration also lamented on the erratic nature in the

flow of water on higher floors. According to these

resident, one is compelled to manually transport water

from ground to upper floors, a daily task which could

be very stressing.

Approximately one-third of residents also attribute

their non-preference to safety issues. Safety issues that

have been raised include, uncertainty in timely

response in case of emergency; and threats of children

falling over. Female residents in the CBD were,

particularly, concerned with the safety of high-rise

apartment than males, as the former constitutes

approximately three-quarters of residents who attri-

butes non-preference to safety issues. Again, more

than 60% of residents who find high-rise buildings as

less safe, live in apartments, which are also tall

buildings, particularly in the context of Kumasi

metropolis. The assessments were, therefore, largely
1 The usage of higher floor is relative to respondent’s floor at the

time of being interviewed. For example, higher floor of an

occupant of first foor is any floor above 1, whereas that of third

floor occupant is any floor above 3.
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based on the experiences that the residents have

encountered with tall buildings.

Again, close to 20% of residents who have no

preference for living in high-rise buildings pointed to

other inconveniences with high-rise living. Majority

of these respondents outline the challenges confronted

with the preparation of their highly preferred local

dish, Fufu. the orthodox preparation this food, which is

the traditional food of the region, requires much

vertical space. The design of most high-rise buildings

in the metropolis, makes them less suitable for the

preparation of this food. Besides, the owners of high-

rise buildings discourage, as much as possible, the

pounding of fufu in upper floors. This, largely, stems

from the debilitating impact that the pounding process

could have on the structure of the building. Cracks are

generated, and maintenance cost of the building

increases limits.

Capacity of institutions in relation to high-rise

development

The social acceptability of high-rise buildings is

highly influenced by the consumption of certain basic

and critical services provided by institutions. Whilst

some of the services affect day to day living, for

instance, water provision, others are more occasional.

Example of the latter is disaster response. The capacity

of institutions responsible for the provision of some of

the critical services is therefore crucial in examining

the social acceptability of high-rise buildings.

Ghana Fire Service (GFS)

As highlighted in literature, the difficulty and com-

plexity of carrying out emergency operations (such as

fire rescue mission), limits the attractiveness of

vertical development (Liu et al. 2012). The GFS

disclosed its maximum height capacity as, approxi-

mately, six floors. This posits severe risk and safety

questions to owners and users of high-rise facilities

that exceed six storeys. Even within the capacity of six

floors, the services of the GFS are fraught with

inefficiencies. The GFS confronts acute inadequacies

in logistics and skilled personnel. Indeed, a senior

officer of the institution rated the logistical and human

resource capacity of the institution as average. The

officer, who granted the authors the interview, further

stated:

… The nature of services we render demand that

logistics be provided frequently yet they do not

come as often as they should. … The human

resource capacity is average because the length

of training at the Fire Service Training School is

shortened so all prerequisite skills are not fully

acquired. Again, no in-service training with

respect to high rise facilities is given to

personnel

Ghana Water Company Limited (GWCL)

It is apparent, from the household survey, that the

supply of water beyond second floors is irregular. An

interview with the Public Relations Officer (P.R.O.) of

Table 2 Reasons behind

residents’ preference for

higher floor living Source:

Field survey, 2013

Reasons Number Percentage

Nice aerial view 15 62.5

Cheaper rent 3 12.5

Indifference (between higher floors and ground living) 3 12.5

Privacy 2 8.3

Good for Health 1 4.2

Total 24 100
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Fig. 3 Residents preference for higher floors by their floor of

occupation Source: Field survey, 2013
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the GWCL, revealed that, the pressure of water

supplied by GWCL is ‘one bar’, which cannot serve

beyond 10 meters height (approximately, two floors).

The GWCL also appears to have challenges with high-

rise facilities, owing to their occupation by multiple

tenants. The P.R.O. further stated:

In houses which are made up of multiple tenants

it is difficult to disconnect the water supply if

other tenants do not pay because it will affect

others who pay. Billing is also difficult in high

rise buildings as most developers design their

plumbing system together to use one meter so

that a whole flat receives one bill and sharing

becomes difficult which also affects the rate of

payment.

Thus, the institution has problems with generating

revenues from high-rise buildings that mostly accom-

modate multiple tenants. When asked whether there

were plans to extend the vertical reach of services

provided by the corporation, the PRO responded:

No. Currently we have problems with even

getting water to supply to the majority of people

on ground floors, and that is our greatest priority.

We do not have the capacity in terms of

equipment, and are not ready to provide services

to high-rise buildings.

National Disaster Management Organisation

(NADMO)

The capacity of NADMO in relation to high-rise

rescue operations is not different from that of GWCL.

Aside logistical challenges, the organization is faced

with inadequate skilled personnel. The metropolitan

coordinator of NADMO articulated:

We do not have adequate logistics and machin-

ery for reaching higher floors…. The workers

available are low skilled to handle high floor

operations. There has been no training in a long

while especially with the new employees as a

result of inadequate funds.

In summary, all the three critical institutions whose

services are so essential to the safety and convenience

of high-rise living lacked the capacity to deliver

efficient services. Similarly, reasons for the poor

service delivery largely owing to inadequate logistics,

machinery and skilled personnel were common to the

institutions. These boils down to insufficient financial

resources either in the form of the GWCL not being

able to generate enough revenue from users or the GFS

and NADMO not receiving enough funds from central

government.

Discussion

Despite that majority of residents have good opinion

about the concept of high-rise developments, many

have no preference for occupying them. Majority of

those who have preference for high-rise develop-

ments, are unwilling to dwell above 3 floors. With

reference to gender, majority of females are not

prepared to dwell beyond the second floor, whereas

males have four floors as their limit. The absence of

elevators, and safety issues are major factors that

underline residents’ non-preference for high-rise

facilities. In addition, the design of majority of high-

rise buildings inhibit the ability of residents to prepare

their highly preferred food, fufu, which also happens

to the traditional food of not just the metropolis, but

the region at large.

Thus, contrary to the findings of Yuen et al. (2006),

which revealed that households in Singapore were

more willing to live on higher floors, residents in

Kumasi metropolis are generally repulsive to high-rise

living. Indeed, in the case of Singapore, the above-

mentioned study highlighted the high value attached to

high-rise living, where households, owing to attrac-

tions such as, nice aerial view, privacy, etc., found

reason in paying extra for higher floors (above 30

storeys). In sharp contrast, more than half of the

residents in Kumasi hold absolutely, no preference for

high-rise living. Those who prefer high-rise living

have an average height limit three floors. That

mentioned, and like the study stated above, nice aerial

view is one of the major driving forces behind the

residents’ preference for high-rise living.

The social unpopularity of high-rise developments

in the metropolis is comparable to similar attitudes in

the UK, for instance, see (Ipsos MORI 2016; Turk-

ington et al. 2004; Jones and Murie 2006; Bramley

et al. 2004). Moreover, as with the findings of Short

(2007) and Tavernor (2007), which pointed to a

conflict between high-rise buildings and cultural

heritage in the UK, significant proportion of residents
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in Kumasi metropolis view high-rise living as an

impediment their ability to prepare their traditional

food. Thus, from the cases of Singapore, UK, and now

Ghana, it can be inferred that social acceptability of

high-rise living is culture sensitive.

Also, the study affirms the findings of (Ali and

Moon 2007) pointed to the invention of high speed

elevators as a major factor that has propelled the

development of high-rise buildings. Similarly, major-

ity of residents Kumasi metropolis attribute their non-

preference for high-rise living to the absence of

elevators.

Nexus between weak institutional capacity

and low social acceptability

From the results section, it appears that it is not just

mere coincidence that there is low social acceptability,

while the capacity of institutions responsible for the

provision of critical services, is weak. First, the fact

that people who resided above second floors had

thirteen times odds of not preferring a higher floor

living says a lot about the kind of experiences

encountered with their high-rise living. Indeed, as

pointed out in the results section, the people feel less

safe in living on higher floors as a result of doubting

the efficiency and effectiveness of emergency

response units. This reflects the poor functionality of

vital institutions such as NADMO andGFS. This is not

in contravention to what we learn from literature, as,

for instance, Liu et al. (2012) illuminates how

difficulties in carrying out emergency operations

limits the attractiveness of high-rise buildings. The

interviews with the institutions attest that, the fears

and doubts of the residents are not in a vacuum, as the

two institutions mentioned above are severely chal-

lenged in terms of logistics and personnel, hence

weakening their effectiveness.

Similarly, the unpleasant situation where occupants

of higher floors have to, on regular basis, fetch water

from ground floors reflects the poor services offered by

the GWCL. This is much compounded by the absence

of working elevators. Ensuring that high-rise buildings

have functional elevators is the responsibility of

institutions such as the Kumasi Metropolitan Assem-

bly. Thus, like the case of irregular flow of water,

institutional mal-functionality cannot be exonerated

from the absence of working elevators.

Other results, such as, people finding higher floors

as less comfortable for the preparation of their

favourite meal, speaks volumes of how the design

and development of high-rise buildings are detached

from the context. Once again, this exposes some lapses

in institutional functionality as the local assembly,

represented by the TCPD and the Building Inspec-

torate Unit, have the mandate of ensuring that the

design and development of tall buildings are tailored

to address these contextual issues. In summary,

overwhelming majority, if not all, of the centrifugal

factors point to the mal-functionality of institutions.

Thus, low institutional capacity occasioned by poor

service delivery has negatively shaped people’s pref-

erence for high-rise living, hence low social

acceptability.

Policy implications

The results from the previous section show that, as

with the sustainability of rapid urban expansion, there

are as much issues with the sustainability of high-rise

developments. Having uncovered a rather low social

acceptability of such developments, and weak institu-

tional capacity for effective service delivery, the

research posits several policy implications for urban

managers.

First, while the promotion of high-rise buildings is

seen as a pathway to sustainable development by many

urban managers, the sustainability of such type of

development, particularly in Kumasi metropolis, is in

itself questionable. The quest for wanting to curb

urban sprawl should not be pursued blindly and

hastily, as the likely abandonment of high-rise build-

ings, stemming from their low social acceptability

might just be in sight. Within Kumasi, the sustain-

ability of the increased minimum height requirements

to four floors is much at risk, as there are deep seated

social and institutional issues that must first be

addressed. These boils down to galvanising social

support for such types of development, stemming from

which the following recommendations are made.

Pay attention to the functional capacity of providers

of critical services: Stimulating the interest of house-

holds in high-rise facilities goes with making such

types of development more user friendly. This starts

with improving the delivery of key services such as

water, functioning elevators and swift emergency

response. The capacity of critical service institutions
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such as Ghana Water Company Ltd, Ghana Fire

Service, and the National Disaster Management

Organization require massive uplift. These institutions

need much attention and support in the areas of logistic

and personnel.

Improve the enforcement of development control

regulations and specific building codes: The develop-

ment of high-rise facilities should be given much

prominence, especially with specifications, review,

and enforcement of standards. This is crucial for

winning the confidence of people regarding the safety

of such developments. In enhancing safety, existing

bye-laws and codes on high-rise developments should

be enforced. However, preceding the enforcement of

specific buildings, is the need to enforce development

control regulations. This is particularly important

considering that overwhelming majority of develop-

ments in the metropolis and the country are unautho-

rized. Whilst this is more symptomatic of

developments undertaken by households, there is also

evidence of big marker players, such as real estate

developing companies, taking a similar route, see, for

instance, Anokye et al. (2013). The problem here is, if

majority of development are undertaken without going

through the planning system, the enforcement of

buildings codes becomes daunting, if not impossible.

The design of high-rise buildings should be a

function of context: Closely linked to the point above,

is the need for stakeholders to accordmuch attention to

the context of the design and development of high-rise

buildings. Since high-rise buildings are meant for

people, their design and development should fit the

context by of integrating the culture of the people. This

is particularly important, as it is core to the accept-

ability of vertical developments. Thus, while it might

be compelling to adopt the design of high-rise

buildings of other regions, most importantly, they

must be tailored to address the local needs of the

people for whom they are built.

At the local level, planning authorities, in this

instance, the Kumasi Metropolitan Assembly, should

play a lead role in coordinating the efforts of

institutions and technocrats connected with any of

the stages of high-rise development. This will require

detailed attention to the planning, design, construc-

tion, management and maintenance of high-rise

buildings in the metropolis. For instance, whilst the

TCPD ensures that only development applications

with comprehensive provisions for safety and

convenience of occupants are approved, it is imper-

ative that the Building Inspectorate Unit commits

resources to the inspection of all existing high-rise

buildings for their operational conformity to safety

standards.

Engage more with developers: Willing cooperation

is key to the enforcement of rules, regulations, and

codes. That said, the willingness to cooperate does not

happen in a vacuum, but a product of processes that are

more inclusive and engaging. In building cooperation

from developers in relation to development codes, it is

important that local authorities collaborate with, and

engage them, even in the formulation of the codes. In

other instances, it may best for local authorities to

develop training programmes for developers in sensi-

tizing the latter’s consciousness them for user safety

and convenience. Against the backdrop of city

authorities seeing high-rise buildings as response to

rapid urban expansion, such efforts by local author-

ities, more so the KMA, is vital.

Conclusion

The research has provided some empirical evidence on

the social acceptability of high-rise buildings from a

developing African city, using a qualitative case study

approach. Having discovered, on the one hand, a rather

low social acceptability, and, on the other, a weak

institutional capacity for the provision of services to

high-rise facilities, the research concludes that while

there might be compelling evidence to adopt the path

of high-rise development, there are as much issues

with its sustainability, as with the rapid urban expan-

sion that city managers seek to solve. Stemming from

this, it is crucial that the pursuit of tall buildings is

tailored with much circumspection; recognizing the

importance of efficient delivery of certain services and

improving the capacity of institutions in charge. Going

forward, in strengthening the limited existing knowl-

edge in the field, further studies on the subject matter

are required in other parts of Africa, and this study,

through its findings could serve as pointers. Possible

threats to the sustainability of high-rise buildings in

other contexts, owing to low social acceptability, weak

institutional capacity, and other specific contextual

issues, are some of the directions that this study points

for future research
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