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UNDERSTANDING AIR MOTORS 
 
One of the more popular alternatives to the conventional electro-hydraulic power unit used for 
scissors lifts and industrial tilters is an air motor. The air motor option offers the user a few 
advantages. This Tech Sheet discusses those features. 
 
First of all, the air operated power unit is still a hydraulic device.  It is pumping oil under pressure to 
the cylinder(s). The down cycle is allowing oil to return to the reservoir; power up/gravity down just 
like an electro-hydraulic power unit.  The air motor is turning the same hydraulic pump as a 
conventional lift. The down function is a pilot-operated piston that opens the down valve allowing the 
lift or tilter to lower.  
 
The air operated power unit allows the operator the unique characteristic of feathering the up speed, 
similar to stepping on the gas pedal of a car. Because an air motor develops its horsepower at low 
rpm’s, it can be used to control the speed of the lift. This feature is very “user friendly” in applications 
where the lift needs to “creep up” or where precise elevations must be achieved.  This is also true of 
the down cycle, although the down valve control is not as linear.  
 
Air motors tend to develop less heat, especially in jogging applications. It is not that the air motor is 
doing less work; it just dissipates the heat created much better than an electric motor. This is due to 
the cooling effect of the air flowing through the motor.  
 
An air operated power unit is inherently safe in hazardous atmospheres. Because there is no 
electricity and nothing to create sparks, air systems are an economical choice over explosion-proof 
electrical devices. 
 
Air operated power units may be less expensive to install if running electrical service to an area is 
prohibitive. This can be especially true in higher capacity lifts where three phase electrical power is 
required. See Tech Sheet CS-14 for additional information on air motors in hazardous atmospheres. 
 
In some environments, there is an argument that an air motor is safer than an electric system. If the 
area where the operator works is wet, standing among electrical lines laying about the floor is not 
very desirable.  If these were air lines, there would be no shock hazard.   
 
Air operated power units are an option and cost extra. They are clearly more expensive than their 
popular electrical counterparts. This is due to costs of the components themselves and the relatively 
lower volume purchases we must make.             


