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Executive Summary 
The first decade of the new millennium saw a relative boom for UK volume house builders, although 

primarily in turnover rather than in volume of output. This was temporarily dramatically reduced in 

terms of both turnover and output by the crash of 2008. 

 

A combination of government interventions during the period of Labour Government prior to the 

economic crash, together with more choice generated by developers competing in similar prime 

locations, arguably resulted in a concern by house builders to focus more on the marketable aspects of 

the quality of their offer in areas of relative affluence, rather than simply competing on the basis of 

dwelling mix and price. 

 

This study for the Urban Design Group has used a limited series of structured interviews to explore 

the approaches and attitudes of house builders to urban design as an identifiable component of their 

product development. 

 

The six house builders who agreed to take part in the study put forward senior representatives for 

interview. In most cases at least two respondents from each organisation were directly involved in the 

discussions. The organisational sample included two small to medium developers, and four large or 

very large national firms. Half were quoted companies and half privately owned. 

 

The accounts of the interviews were returned to the interviewees to be agreed in terms of accuracy. 

The six responses were then analysed to create a summary of key common areas of concern or 

contention across the sample. From these a series of statements or propositions were formed, which 

was sent to the interviewees, but also to eight further house builders. This anonymous ‘Delphi’ 

exercise enabled the research team to compare the views of one expert group by reference to a further 

group of their expert peers. 

 

This exercise demonstrated a significant level of unanimity of views across the key summarised areas 

of concern arising from the in-depth interviews, but also some lesser areas of disagreement, all of 

which are discussed in the body of the report. 

 

The key areas of concern which are relevant to the delivery of better urban design outcomes in the 

realisation of new housing developments, include the: 

  

- comparative difficulties experienced by smaller developers; 

- resources available to local government and the availability of urban design related skills in 

the public sector to respond effectively to development pressures; 

- need for a review of all aspects of design guidance and potential industry norms; 

- need for more extensive mapping of appropriate morphological and typological design 

precedents, both past and contemporary; 

- relevance of urban design to home buyer satisfaction; 

- challenges and rewards of community engagement for developers and local government. 

 

The study concludes by proposing a number of actions that the Urban Design Group could consider to 

enhance informed and, wherever possible, leading-edge approaches to multi-disciplinary and multi-

agency urban design for house building. 

 

 

Professor Richard Hayward 

Ivor Samuels 

Louise Thomas  

© The intellectual copyright for this report is held individually and collectively by the authors. 
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1 INTRODUCTION  

1.1 Background to the project 
“While many house builders take an enlightened approach to new housing and take great pride 

in the places they help create, they are also ultimately running businesses, with responsibilities 

to shareholders. Subject to satisfying their customers’ requirements, most will therefore take 

the line of least resistance to achieving planning permission. It is properly the role of the local 

planning and highways authorities to seek modifications to proposals that meet the objectives 

of good urban design and the wider needs of the community. As has been seen from the case 

studies, where local authorities have the staff and skills to undertake this function, in 

conjunction with an able developer team, very good results, which meet all of the parties’ 

objectives, can be produced”.  

CABE Housing Audit (2004), p49  

 

This research is a pilot study of the importance of urban design to the house building industry in 

England, and has been funded by the Urban Design Group. The objectives were to understand how 

developers consider urban design, and its value to their operations and schemes. In the context of 

greatly reduced national and local authority urban design expertise and guidance, the house building 

industry has largely become responsible for place-making and setting its own design agenda.  

 

The Urban Design Group annual conference on The Value of Urban Design (2012) discussed the 

primary responsibility placed on national house builders for achieving better places for local 

communities by design. This study seeks to examine the approaches and priorities of house builders 

with respect to urban design.  

 

Following CABE’s Housing Audits in 2004 and 2006, many house builders were disaffected by the 

drive for new design requirements. Before the recession, leading house builders had invested 

resources in more adaptable housing typologies, environmental design issues, and improving the 

quality of their homes. Given the effects of the credit crunch in terms of closing down sites and new 

design ventures, many companies are still operating on a low-risk basis, minimising costs and 

reducing uncertainty in their approaches. At the same time local authorities continue to reduce 

planning teams, with urban design a soft target, leaving a gap in urban design understanding and 

available expertise.  

 

Housing has always been a major issue in British politics but in recent years it has also become a 

matter of ever widening concern as witnessed by the attention given to its various aspects in the 

press1.  A focus of the debate is the nation’s apparent inability to build fewer than half of the houses 

considered necessary to meet population increase and demographic change. One reason for this is the 

almost complete collapse over the last two decades of the provision of homes by the public sector 

(Figure 1). Although private housing has remained at a constant level this has only been able to meet 

around half the demand. Thus the idea that the market can resolve the nation’s housing problems must 

be questionable. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

                                            
1 Rawnsley, A. The UK’s housing policy is surely madder than Venezuela’s, The Observer 4 May 

2014; The Economist, The housing market , cool it , 12 April 2014. 
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Figure 1 Housebuilding since 1945 

(http://england.shelter.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/1092757/Shelter_report_FINAL) 

 

The planning system has become an easy scapegoat for this drop in overall numbers. This critique 

ignores the fact that the large numbers of homes constructed in the 1970s were built in the context of 

an active and positive planning regime.  In parallel with this general critique of the planning 

profession, the planning departments of local authorities have suffered a far higher cut in resources as 

part of the austerity regime than other departments - nearly 50% (Figure 2).  

Change in budgeted spend in single teir and county councils 2010/11 to 2014/15

Chart shows median percentage change in budgeted spend (real terms at 2012/13 prices)
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Figure 2 Reductions in local authority spending  
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This shortage is matched by a fall in quality which is another issue once a concern of the technical 

press but which has now been taken up more widely in the media2. While in the past some projects 

built by local authorities have been criticised, by far the majority of these houses were of good quality 

and are still sought after by their tenants under the Right to Buy legislation. In the evaluation of 

schemes under Building for Life 20 where housing association units have been pepper-potted among 

private housing, a higher standard was enjoyed by their tenants compared to their owner-occupier 

neighbours.  

 

With notable exceptions (such as Span) the public sector has been largely responsible for innovations 

in housing layout – again some successful others less so. If the private sector is now responsible for 

building most new houses, then we as urban designers were concerned to find out to what extent that 

sector could be entrusted with the future quality of the housing stock, and place-making by default. 

We were also concerned to ascertain house builders’ views on the reduction of funding to local 

government planning departments and whether the role of the public sector was being replaced in a 

process of privatisation, which parallels what is happening in many other public services.  

 

1.2 The Scope of the Research 
This research seeks to understand how urban design thinking is embedded into developers’ 

processes, rather than assess the outcomes at a later stage, which has been the focus of much 

previous research and discussion.  

 

The work has been undertaken by:  

 exploring the approaches of six house builders and their impact on urban design outcomes; 

 understanding house builders’ priorities and operations and the role of urban design in that 

context; and, 

 examining key factors in decision-making from project inception to completion. 

 

The research team elicited and recorded through discussion and a review of developers’ schemes: 

a. how urban design principles and approaches influence thinking and decision-making; 

b. where that knowledge is held in the organisation (corporate direction, individual passions or 

external advisers); 

c. what factors the design teams (who prepare proposals for planning approval and construction) 

regard as key influences - positive and negative - on their ability to achieve appropriate results, on 

budget and on time; 

d. how design quality is assessed (by the developer, by the local authority or not at all); 

e. how and where that knowledge and skills could be introduced. 

1.3 Stages of work 
The methodology used followed a clear structure: 

1. Meet and record answers per company 

2. Anonymously summarise the interviews  

3. Share summaries anonymously with the same responder or another senior figure (by email) 

4. Clarifications as necessary  

5. Report by company anonymously 

6. Run Delphi exercise to test results against a wider sample of developers 

7. Review overall findings for value to the Urban Design Group. 

                                            
2 Street-Porter , J. Modern housing is not fit for purpose, The Independent, 1 August 2014.  

Brown J. Rabbit Hutch Britain : growing health concerns as UK sets record for smallest properties in 

Europe, The Independent, 17 June, 2014 
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1.4 The interviews  
The study is based upon six structured interviews with house builders, who operate throughout the 

south of England (including parts of the South East, South West and South Midlands), where the 

housing market is most buoyant at present.  

 

The companies were selected after consultation with the Home Builders Federation (HBF) and local 

authority urban design and planning officers on which developers consistently produce good schemes, 

or those whose design quality can vary scheme by scheme. The questions within the survey were 

drawn up to examine the issues about urban design and its role in house building, but also to show 

where urban design thinking sits within corporate structures. The interviews are all reported 

anonymously as this has been important in gaining greater insights about how the companies operate. 

 

The group of house building companies interviewed for this study comprises:  

 two leading national firms by company size and the number of housing units built per year – 

companies A and B, each producing around 10,000-13,000 homes per annum, and with 

varying design quality across their sites as perceived by the local authorities;  

 two large-medium national companies – companies C and D producing around 1,500-2,500 

homes per annum, with C maintaining a high quality reputation, and D having more recently 

adopted a concern for design quality; and,  

 one medium-small regional group - Company E (around 250 homes per annum) and a small 

local family run firm – Company F (up to 12 homes per annum), both producing high quality 

smaller schemes.  

 

This range was important in exploring whether the scale of a company’s operations and outputs 

correlated to its approach to urban design and its value to them. 

 
The interviews were held at the end of 2013 and the beginning of 2014 with one or two respondents 

from each company interviewed together or on separate occasions; in one case this comprised the 

Chief Executive and Group Design Director together, both of whom have a design background (C); a 

Strategic Planning Director and, at a later date, Group Design Director with planning and architectural 

backgrounds respectively (D); the most senior person responsible for leading urban design for the 

company and one of his team, both with urban design backgrounds (A); and the UK Group Design 

Director leading urban design for one of the largest companies, who gave time for two interviews, and 

also had an urban design background (B). The two smaller companies were represented by a Group 

Planning Director and a Managing Director/owner (E and F respectively). 

 

In most cases the research team also consulted documents provided by respondents, as well as 

company annual reports and similar documents via the internet. 

 

1.5 The Delphi Exercise 
Given the limited resources available for in‐depth interviews and thus the relatively small sample 

covered in this way, in this study use has made of the Delphi technique in order to test the broad 

outcomes of the interviews with a wider range of house builders. Delphi is customarily used where a 

critical review of the (anonymous) views or responses of one expert group is provided by reference to 

another anonymous group. 
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2 THE INTERVIEWS 
 

 

The following section is a detailed account of the responses by the six house builders interviewed. A 

summary of the intentions behind each question is followed by a short discussion of the reply given 

by each interviewee. Appendix 1 contains the interview pro-forma used. 

 

2.1 Company structures 
In order to understand the importance of urban design issues within each company and the balance of 

central control or regional autonomy in decision-making about sites and housing types, the 

interviewees were asked about their company structures.  

 

The two largest companies and one of the large-medium companies (A, B, C) had similar corporate 

organisational and decision-making structures, with a central headquarters and regional offices which 

each operate as separate business units or divisions. For the larger companies the number of regional 

offices or specialist groups, and hence divisions, varies from 5 regions to 26 divisions - albeit with 

four distinct brands in one company. Most decisions about land purchasing and housing mix are 

determined by the regional directors, with final approval given by a central board. 

 

Of the large-medium companies D is “one of the largest privately [family] owned independently run 

businesses in Britain”. It has a short decision-making chain with control exercised by the team at HQ, 

so that regional directors report to the regional chairman and managing director. The medium-small 

company E has a relatively small management, design and technical decision-making team; and the 

smallest firm F is a family business based in a provincial setting. 

 

2.2 Understanding the competition 
The interviewees, each of whom held different positions within their companies were asked to place 

the company in terms of the market and their competitors, to understand their relative positions and 

perceptions of quality. 

 

The interviewees from the design team at company A placed themselves within the top five of home 

builders in the UK. Company B considers itself and company A to be among the three largest house 

builders in the UK.  

 

The senior staff of company C saw it as “at the top of the tree of volume house builders”; in the South 

West, another “leading developer” is seen as Linden Homes, and elsewhere Redrow are close, while 

Bloor Homes were considered to have done good projects recently. Developers using standard house 

types are generally regarded as poor, and reports from other developers indicate that this culture of 

challenging teams to “consistently raise the bar” is how better quality is being achieved elsewhere. 

The directors of company D view themselves as improving in the last 5 years and as “providers of 

family homes” with “a developer like Cala Homes offering a slightly higher specification”. 

 

Company E was described as “middle of the road” operating in the South East and London, with 

typical house sales at £650k and upwards. The smallest company F regarded its developments in 

marketing terms as equivalent to “Audi/ BMW level” - of a high quality.  
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2.3 Taking projects from inception to completion 
Criticisms levelled at new housing schemes are often about their location, the housing types used, and 

how relevant designs are to the context. The interviewees were asked about how projects are brought 

forward – from site selection, housing mix, managing costs and values, to the design process itself - in 

order to explore the priorities.  

 

All but the smallest firm of developer employ regional land buyers to acquire new sites. Long term 

strategic land acquisitions are actively promoted and monitored through the planning system so that 

they become available for development, and can take between 3-15 years to gain planning consent. 

Agents, local networks, contacts and advertisements in Estates Gazette were commonly used to 

identify land opportunities, and some made direct contact with land owners to secure land options.  

 

For newly purchased land, a site’s ideal capacity and brief is assessed through an iterative process 

typically by the regional division as part of the purchasing decision process, either by floorspace 

capacity (for the smallest developer), or by the mix of units that would suit the local market – 

informed by the regional or local sales teams. Sales teams typically give guidance from local 

knowledge on house types and mix, based on standard floor plates.  

 

The strict assessment criteria used include the number, percentage and mix of units (by floorspace), 

and the return on capital employed.  A proving layout is used to test the deliverability of schemes with 

more than 250 units in discussion with the local authority. Others test a site by whether it is ‘oven-

ready’ or more complex to deliver by assessing it against recent nearby projects. Site context and 

urban design issues are generally addressed by the design teams, or a regional design manager would 

set out an initial concept and vision in tandem with the sales team. For one company, there is a gap 

“between land buyers’ purchase rationales” and the design team’s views.  

 

Once a site has been purchased, the regional team led by the regional director typically compiles a 

package of reports (including viability, costs, planning and design, affordable housing, legal issues, 

etc.) for consideration and sign off by the senior management team, although it may be returned for 

more supporting detail. The two largest companies (A and B) sign off land purchases at a regional 

basis, while the remainder all need chief executive or managing director level approval to proceed. On 

larger sites, the strategic land team will often set the brief for all of the land, and sell off parcels to 

other developers. 

 

Several interviewees cited the early site assessment as often in danger of becoming “frozen”, limiting 

later ideas about its development potential, especially as the economy changes or more site 

information is gathered. This is an important stage where urban design expectations can be 

significantly raised depending on the culture of the company. Within company C, for example, 

internal periodic “design reviews” are held on design and viability - on purchase; prior to planning 

applications; prior to the production of working drawings; and, during and after delivery and 

occupation. These reviews are concerned with maintaining the vision for quality, adding value, 

revisiting the local housing market, or challenging regional divisions’ standards and aspirations. An 

example given where this approach proved very useful was in transforming a regional team’s standard 

response to a site by holding a design competition and creating a far more sensitive vision for the 

context.  

 

This design review approach is also used to learn lessons from award-winning schemes, and is 

considered by company C to underpin their high quality developments, which are “quick to sell” on 

completion. They also have plans to recruit more regional/ divisional Design Directors to manage 

external consultants and lead more of this type of activity.  
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2.4 Design skills and resources 
In order to understand more about who can influence urban design quality within house building, the 

interviewees were asked about who undertakes the design work, the role of house types in schemes, 

and how external consultants are used. The interviewees were asked about what other disciplines are 

outsourced, how consultants are selected and why they are retained.  

 

There is a range of both in-house and outsourced design approaches across the sample group, with no 

clear correlation between in-house skills, resources, size of company, and perceived design quality by 

others. Large company A has a centrally-based urban design team of 7-8 people with its own budget, 

and divisions can commission this team, on a commercial competitive basis, to work with them like 

an external consultancy. Sales teams typically brief the design teams to work with their preferred 

house types for that region. This team also produces best practice guidance for divisional use.  

 

For company B with around 350 sites in the pipeline at one time, around 50% of its design work is 

outsourced to external consultants by the regional teams, who use standard house types and templates 

to make the most efficient use of land – using a ‘plotting efficiency template’ and best practice design 

guidance. The other half of schemes is produced in-house by regional teams of designers with more 

scope to modify house types. Regional divisions have preferred house types, which provide different 

standards according to local contexts, and London is treated as a special case employing the London 

Housing Standards which are seen as helpful. Whether using in-house or consultants, the planning and 

design team deal with the planning application process, and the division/ regional office is responsible 

for signing off these applications. This is often overseen by the regional land director who originally 

brought the site forward. 

 

By contrast company D rarely uses external consultants and only to supplement their in-house 

capacity for complex, larger or unusual sites where a different architecture or character is needed. The 

close relationship between design, build-ability and development costs is an important company 

priority. Investing in a growing 30-strong in-house design team was a strategic decision some 5 years 

ago, and this is a ‘free’ central resource which divisions can draw upon for projects. It covers most 

aspects of design and sustainability, landscape, master planning, coding, and working drawings. There 

is also a designer within most regional teams. The company’s commitment to better design allows the 

team to push different approaches, newer house types, best practice guidance and strategic external 

partnerships to raise the quality.  

 

When company D does employ external consultants, they deal with initial context studies and pre-

application work on reserved matters for larger schemes, urban design frameworks and external 

issues, but not on house layouts. They are selected by previous involvement, local reputation or a 

specific site’s exceptional stylistic demands (e.g. in Bath or Cheltenham). Consultants are also 

appointed by recommendations from other regional teams or developer partners, or by their cost 

effectiveness and ability to understand the house builder’s pressures. The wider panel of expertise 

includes landscape, engineering, architecture and transport planning services.  

 

Company E undertakes all of its design work in-house, with 6-7 people led by a Group Architect, 

supporting the regional offices to produce layouts, technical and working drawings based on generic 

floor plans rather than house types. These teams also check the viability of the schemes. 

  

Company C, however, outsources all design work, and fewer than 40% of its homes are built using 

their standard house types, since the South East and London are considered to demand more bespoke 

solutions. It has a historic and generic standard house type range for contemporary and traditional 

units, which can be re-elevated to reflect the local context, but its use is falling rapidly. The standards 

were recently reviewed, as the smaller units were judged to be too small, challenging the regional 

teams to rethink their assumptions on costs and values. There is a strong design lead usually from a 

divisional design executive and the central management team.  
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Company C uses external consultants for most disciplines, and they are selected by competitive 

tender, considering their past work, recommendations and cost effectiveness. Panels are set up based 

on track record and location, with 5-8 consultancies per specialism to build an understanding of the 

pressures on house builders’ operations. The consultants join a 3 year panel with a chair selected from 

amongst them. A new approach has been to involve consultants in site procurement and site 

completion audits, to create continuity in their involvement and advice - in particular engineering and 

landscape consultants. 

 

Company F also outsources all design work using the floorspace capacity of the land as its main brief. 

The architects employed are responsible for all aspects of design for these smaller schemes. Smaller, 

young firms are preferred. 

 

For the four larger developers, London is considered to be a different market with more apartments 

designed by prominent architects. 

2.5 Working with others 
This section deals with the developers’ experience of working with the public sector - urban design 

advice, highways authorities, unitary authorities, neighbourhood planning – and working with other 

house builders. In the context of reduced central and local government advice on urban design, the 

issue of getting timely and constructive feedback from local authorities remains an important part of 

the planning process. The interviewees were asked about this and whether working with other 

developers can be successful. 

2.5.1 Urban Design Advice 

On the value of local authority urban design skills, company A recognised that when good expertise is 

available it can be very useful to the planning process, but that this is seldom the case. In their contact 

with local authorities, they are aware that urban design officers have been among the first staff 

reductions, with their tasks being taken on by conservation officers. This has often made discussions 

more difficult.  

 

Company C often finds that communication problems and delays are caused where officers are 

opinionated and too personal in their preferences. Examples include differing views about whether 

contemporary or other styles of architecture should be built. Para 60 of the NPPF is some help in this 

context but is too carefully worded to give a clear indication either way. The company works hard to 

build up a scheme’s design logic and rationale to make the discussions easier. Generally the company 

sees that urban design skills in local authorities are poor and limited, due to spending cuts, and has 

been lobbying for more planning resources in local government. 

 

All of the other companies report a sense of frustration over the great inconsistency of skills and 

expertise available in local authorities, and whether officers are “facilitative” or “prescriptive” about 

design changes. Planners are often seen as not having the right skills and background to offer good 

urban design advice, and issues about development viability are usually not understood.  

 

Company D welcomed the pre-application fee and Planning Performance Agreement processes as 

“working well in principle to secure resources (including recruiting staff to support a specific 

project)”, but it is still variable according to the approaches and availability of officers involved. The 

lack of expertise in technical and financial matters creates delays since authorities commission 

parallel studies, and there are not many senior and experienced officers in post at the moment.  

 

The lack of commercial awareness amongst officers about costs and values, senior officer expertise, 

and understanding of the principles and process of design seem to vary too. “Officers do not have 

sufficient time to be effective on projects, yet meetings are often heavily resourced but with not much 

technical depth available.” Urban design officers usually are brought into discussions too late and go 
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into great architectural detail, when the developer would welcome far earlier discussions about urban 

design matters relevant to schemes. 

 

To overcome this, the company is investigating a nationwide relationship with the architecture centres 

for a pre-design process, which could include other house builders. Initial design ideas for a site 

would be shared, developed and eventually endorsed, prior to pre-application discussions with local 

authorities. This would help to create a common understanding of the urban design matters involved 

and how specific site issues can be resolved. 

 

Company E places great emphasis on pre-application discussions as theirs are usually sensitive 

smaller sites. They hold regular meetings and presentations for development control officers, local 

residents and councillors to build relationships. 

2.5.2 Highway authorities 

Even though there was awareness of urban design matters within local authorities, company A 

reported the policy “stranglehold” by many highway authorities, which has resulted in difficulties in 

designing to Manual for Streets standards. As a response to this there has been an increase in private 

roads being built for maintenance by home owners. In other cases company E was seeing more local 

authorities demanding bonds for roads in advance of adoption at a later date. Company D felt that the 

preferred approach of over-engineering roads and junctions to county design standards often 

overruled more strategic urban design choices being made for schemes, while all of the house builders 

generally believed that Manual for Streets needs to be given more weight and status.  

2.5.3 Unitary authorities 

Since negotiations often take place with more than one department in a unitary authority, there was 

seen to be little improvement in getting prompt responses from them over cases where powers are 

divided between local district or borough authorities and county councils. However company D felt 

that staffing cuts now mean that there are insufficient officers within county councils to serve district 

councils’ needs, especially given highways officers’ desire usually to review and re-design schemes to 

different standards, and a general unwillingness to work with external consultants. The London 

Boroughs were cited as being far better with strategic, mayoral and district levels for decision-

making. 

2.5.4 Neighbourhood Planning 

Neighbourhood planning has presented a challenge in terms of expertise and resourcing for the larger 

house builders. The importance of building a profile and relationships prior to consultation with local 

communities has become easier to convey to regional teams than previously. 

 

Company A had produced a Community Engagement Manual to help staff, and all felt it was useful to 

hear more local voices, but that it was too early to reach a conclusion on the efficacy of 

Neighbourhood Planning. Design and Access Statements would continue to be produced as they were 

a very useful tool for explaining schemes to a lay audience. 

 

Company D had seen increasingly well organised and wealthy residents groups getting involved in 

development in great detail “Turning potential future criticisms into information is a key part of this 

process.” 

 

For company C, localism has changed a lot, adding another layer into the planning application process 

with community discussions and a need to take account of political lobbyists. Neighbourhood Plans 

are a positive opportunity for the Strategic Land team as local views matter and they are a way of 

getting councillors to acknowledge local housing needs. However they have experienced situations 

where Local Plans and Neighbourhood Plans clash so that uncertainty is created, which is not good 

for the maintenance of local relationships. 
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For company E, their experience so far has not been positive with a mismatch of views resulting in 

smaller less viable schemes being selected over their own projects. 

2.5.5 Working with other house builders 

While only the smallest developer was not involved in larger sites or other developers’ schemes, 

working with other house builders was not seen as straightforward, because each company has 

different markets, customer expectations, and internal pressures on the timing of development. When 

working with other developers it is useful to have design codes in place to guide standards and ensure 

unity. 

2.6 Urban design knowledge and guidance 
A key aim of the volume house building process is standardisation, and so interviewees were asked 

about the most challenging and useful guidance from central government, internally produced guides 

or codes, as well as attitudes to Building for Life, its replacement Building4Life 12 and Manual for 

Streets 1 & 2 (2007 and 2010) in making more distinctive places and in discussions with local 

authorities. Further questions dealt with matters of government guidance,  particularly Building for 

Life and Manual for Streets, meeting standards and continuous professional development to keep 

teams up to date as guidance and regulations across a number of areas including urban design have 

been changed in recent years.  

2.6.1 Most challenging statutory standards and guidance 

The broad range of standards and guidance is regarded as challenging and at odds with the house 

building industry; almost all of the companies raised the viability of delivering affordable housing as 

a top concern. Company E saw the definition of Section 106 agreements as open ended, while the 

very high levels set for some Community Infrastructure Agreements were at least well-defined.  

 

Company D described the difficulty of untested policies being handed down from ministerial teams, 

adopted by local authorities and applied to schemes without a full understanding of their implications. 

An example is Lifetime Homes where the external space standards have a direct impact on plot widths 

and hence overall site density. In one scheme, the developer was required to demonstrate the way that 

Lifetimes Homes standards for all exterior spaces (on-plot parking etc.) would impact on plot widths 

and densities, and therefore project viability. The local authority was persuaded that only interior 

standards were deliverable - i.e. a “Lite” version of Lifetime Homes. Sustainable Urban Drainage 

systems (SUDs) represent a similar problem, where both parties often need external consultants to test 

and demonstrate viability. 

 

The very high number of design conditions now attached to schemes is also problematic, as is the 

evolving technical innovation required to meet the Code for Sustainable Homes and Building 

Regulations. At a basic level, understanding the personality of the local authority officers at an early 

stage is essential to being able to deal promptly with some of these statutory requirements. 

 

Reflecting on the rising costs and technical expertise required, company C noted that in the last 

twenty years the number of smaller house building companies (SMEs) with schemes of 1-100 units 

has dropped from 12,800 to just 2,500 at the last quarter of 2013, with no new entrants to the house 

building industry. The barriers to entering this market are considerable and include the costs of 

dealing with local authorities (typically £6k for a pre-application discussion), complying with Eco 

Homes, carbon footprints and liaising with communities. The government’s current focus on volume 

house builders fails to acknowledge these barriers to SMEs and how that sector could be re-engaged 

in order to boost housing delivery. 

 

The most relevant urban design challenge for company C is the drive for public realm quality where 

highways authorities will not adopt the public space. Authorities prefer standard highway solutions, 

which means that they will not adopt SUDs and grass verges, or street furniture as has been achieved 

at Upton, Northants. The standards of DB32 (1977) are more commonly used than those of Places, 
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Streets and Movement (1997), and many authorities will not consider home zones at all. However 

unitary authorities are more accommodating in this respect which contradicts a view expressed in 2.6 

above.  

 

Without a strategic planning context, company C notes that it is impossible to deliver Garden Cities of 

25,000 units, compared to smaller urban extensions of 300-1,500 units. Developing Garden Cities of 

around 40,000 units without the backing of a major funding institution is also unmanageable. 

Delivering Garden Cities with just 1,000 units is also frustrating if the public realm is not adopted, 

and so the company is looking at a partnership arrangement for one of its schemes which includes 

allotments, innovative hedgerows, etc. being managed by another body with local expertise. The 

company currently overcomes some of the issues related to the public realm by setting up 

management companies to look after common public spaces and areas. 

2.6.2 Managing Continuous Professional Development (CPD) 

Most companies use their intranets to disseminate best practice on new schemes, company 

innovations, house types and ideas about key design principles and approaches.  

 

Company A has set up its own design assessment criteria which formed the basis for an in-house 

conference in 2013, including break-out and hands-on design sessions. Corporate urban design 

training began in 2009 and is now promoted through instruction and awareness-raising throughout the 

company. 

 

Where consultants are employed by company C, these are also given access to in-house resources. 

Company D arranges board meetings, training, reports, annual seminars, and trips to other developers’ 

schemes to ensure that its staff is aware of new issues. Consultants are also called on for special 

briefings and seminars. The Home Builders’ Federation is seen as a good source of design and 

technical standards, and for most of the companies, this professional development is management-led. 

In the smaller organisations, much of this learning is personally-led. 

2.6.3 Most useful guidance 

On the most useful guidance available, the Code for Sustainable Homes (“again a policy handed down 

but not understood”), some of Cabe’s archived reports, and Manual for Streets 2 (2010) are used for 

reference and in working with others. Companies D and E also describe local authorities’ own space 

standards and design guides as very useful to understanding their expectations. Those of West 

Oxfordshire District Council and Birmingham City Council were cited as good examples.  

2.6.4 Internal guides and procedures 

In relation to how some of the key external guidance and internal standards are conveyed to staff, 

company A has produced its own evaluative questions, assessing design and business requirements 

together which reflect the structure and issues raised in Building for Life. The regional teams also 

have preferred house types suitable for their own contexts, including a ‘Mayor’s London’ template. 

 

Company B has a pattern book of standard house types to help divisional design teams modify 

external details to suit local contexts, and to manage design variations against cost. It has also 

produced a version of Building 4 Life 12 using illustrations of its own scheme to help convey the key 

messages to staff. 

 

Company D has a draft Design Handbook to guide designers when making changes to the house plans 

(which is encouraged to suit the context) and setting out the design rationale for existing parameters. 

This is supplemented by procedures for master planning and urban design, again to manage costs and 

locational pressures.  

 

For company C the “cradle to grave” design review of projects is a key aspect in the vision, 

assessment and audit processes used. The company has standard house details, which comply with 
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sustainability and housing codes, and are embodied within technical and production procedures. 

Architects often change the standards for internal rooms, so all schemes are fully worked up at 1:50 

scale and reviewed at the pre-planning stage to check all assumptions made.  

2.6.5 Building for Life 

The four larger companies had very different ideas about its value. For company A, an awareness that 

its own projects were not sufficiently focused on the qualities identified in Building for Life, 

prompted the creation of its own initiative for quality enhancement driven primarily by its own urban 

design team in 2009. This version of the original Building for Life criteria is “adapted slightly so that 

[it] more closely reflects the needs of the… business… [it] is a stepping stone towards achieving more 

Building for Life Awards in the future.” All schemes are expected to achieve a score of 10/17 and the 

criteria are used internally to make annual awards for the best completed projects. This framework is 

used both for internal discussion and externally for promotion and marketing purposes. With the 

introduction of Localism and Neighbourhood Planning, the role of this tool has become significant 

given the increased number of consultation events which are now customary. Using this approach the 

urban design team has provided training over four years, including to HQ staff and the Executive 

team, supported by intranet-based design guidance.  

 

Company B saw the Building for Life scoring system as “irrelevant and discouraging any debate 

around evolving schemes”. Yet company D by contrast found it a useful broader context for design.  

 

For company C the widespread adoption of Building for Life meant that council officers and 

consultants were well trained in assessing schemes against the 20 criteria, and the annual housing 

awards were well recognized. Company C went on to use the Building for Life points as key 

assessment criteria internally, and actively sought to win Gold awards. When the local authorities 

were using BfL “there were around 300 assessors, and councils invested in the scheme, making it a 

positive process”. 

2.6.6 Building 4 Life 12 

Described by its authors as less subjective than its predecessor and intended as enabling more 

community engagement, Building 4 Life 12 (launched in 2012) is seen by company A and B as more 

useful for “separating internal space standards and construction from urban design”. Training is 

arranged for in-house staff at manager level and one developer has also made up a BfL12 guide using 

its own housing schemes as examples.  

 

Less enthusiastically, by company C, it is seen as “an industry standard rather than a common 

language for a range of people to use”, especially as not many local authorities are using it at all. 

However 38 of its managing directors and directors (including sales staff) have had 2-day training 

courses on Building 4 Life 12. Company D however is far less supportive seeing it as having 

reasonable technical solutions, but it is “far too prescriptive” and basic for designers - the urban 

design ideas “have been boiled down”.   

2.6.7 Manual for Streets 

As noted above Manual for Streets (MfS) is very popular and seen as helpful amongst the five larger 

house builders since it encourages a range of street designs and has “eased highways issues 

considerably”. However the adoption standards are problematic as they are “too onerous” and the 

drainage requirements are “challenging”, reducing its application. The requirements to meet increased 

surface water run-off rates have obliged house builders to adopt a wide of a range of measures such as 

SUDs and permeable surfaces.  

 

Many felt that it “needs more teeth” to deal with local authorities who opt out of the guidance 

entirely. There is however a conflict between BfL12 and MfS about on-street parking and what house 

builders’ customers want i.e. on plot parking. Company C finds MfS useful, except “in areas where 

county councils will not look at new design ideas, and use it, in their words, to ‘prop up their desks’”. 
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2.6.8 Design codes and phasing of larger schemes 

On the use of design codes, the developers felt that they needed to be prepared early in the 

development process and not be too detailed; creating unity amongst different house builders was a 

concern, as well as clearly distinguishing their own schemes.  

 

The rapid implementation of larger schemes using codes is very welcome - “if every site had a design 

code it would make life easy” - but the design basis always needs to be tested for financial viability 

and the coherence between developers’ schemes over longer term phased projects should be 

considered visually and physically.  

 

Company D has had schemes where local authorities have been involved in the preparation of a 

design codes, but have not subsequently used them for further applications and phases. There is often 

a mismatch between what different groups want to see in a design code – councils (contemporary) and 

local people (traditional), and so buy-in is hard to achieve. 

 

Fairfield Park Bedfordshire is seen as a good example of a code successfully involving a number of 

house builders, and Upton represents good and bad aspects, where the codes were “too rigid or 

untested”, for example on unworkable parking standards or not grouping affordable housing units 

together. 

 

For large schemes of 300 or more units, the phasing needs to be managed to suit the market, with 

several of the house builders currently re-planning schemes to achieve better values or slowing phases 

down to wait for prices to rise. In a downturn the public sector is seen as a better development partner, 

but private land owners are less flexible about changing plans and development strategies.  

2.7 The value of urban design to completed developments 
One of the key questions driving the interviews has been to explore whether the house builders have 

done cost-benefit analyses of the value of schemes which were urban design-led, or have data which 

might show this link. 

2.7.1 Good urban design, sales values and purchasers’ perceptions 

None of the developers had commissioned or undertaken a cost-benefit study to ascertain the value of 

urban design on property values; the reasons for this were that it would be too hard to separate out 

those factors which are part of the overall scheme and those which were urban design-led.  

 

Supported by a small internal study, company C believes that there is a demonstrable link between 

good urban design and sales values as a part of the overall quality of a scheme; this is based upon 

better sales rates and better profit margins on schemes. 

 

The key urban design quality factors for them are:  

 external materials used on roofs and walls 

 orientation, and  

 spatial setting (“not feeling too dense front to front or back to back”).  

 

They believe that purchasers perceive the importance of urban design in terms of the overall 

environment and landscape. In order to explore this, the company questions purchasers on the best 

street in the locality, parking arrangements, the street scene and overall environment. 

 

Company D also sees increased value as coming from the location, landscape, materials and setting, 

but specifically within higher value locations. Their land buyers are now more aware of these factors. 

In lower value areas, ‘value’ is concerned with lower prices. Maximising the quality of the settings 

and special places within the development is very important to “create social interactions”, as 

purchasers perceive these as making “more sociable places to live”. The green agenda has not yet 

translated into higher premiums. 
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Company E could not pinpoint urban design issues since “kerb appeal” and the quality of 

specifications were more dominant factors. The smallest company F disagreed and considered value 

to buyers increased, “if the surrounding are good, people will pay more”. Depending upon the local 

housing market, the site location, parking and access to local facilities are key sales factors.  

2.7.2 The value of urban design input  

In answer to the question “does urban design sell housing?” the interviewees at company A answered 

“if only we knew”; however the company’s drive for quality through resourcing urban design 

knowledge and skills is believed to be having a positive impact on their sales.  

 

In the last two years, urban design has become central to company C, as the Chief Executive and the 

Group Design Director review all of its schemes, and are changing the culture of design within the 

company. Urban design is important to them strategically, as well as on strategic sites. Historically the 

divisions were very good at communications with local communities, but did not recognise the 

importance of a vision or concept, or maintaining the design quality through to occupation. Their 

quality reviews also include considering the buyer’s perspective of the public realm on site, so that 

landscaping work is brought forward and fully completed before occupation. 

 

2.8 Approaches to gaining feedback on design 
The interviewees were all asked about how purchaser feedback is gathered and used. 

 

Large company A’s customer feedback is focused on “customer care”, and includes internal spaces 

and the quality of construction, but also provides limited feedback on urban design elements such as 

the quality of place, entrances and car parking. It was acknowledged that these issues need more 

attention, and the team hope that this will result from the training in place-making and landscaping 

being provided for managers. 

 

The other larger company B gets general feedback on consumer preferences from the Home Builders 

Federation, as there is no direct feedback from sales to design teams. They acknowledge that more 

post-occupancy evaluation needs to be done, although this can be hampered by the reluctance of 

buyers to acknowledge what might be perceived as errors in their choice of home. 

 

Company D uses mystery purchasers, surveys and follows up sales, holding ‘Meet the designer’ 

evenings with new home owners to offer them the chance to give their feedback after three months; 

this also allows designers to receive information in a direct and practical way. The smallest house 

builder company F undertakes visits to all schemes to speak to the purchasers direct. 

2.8.1 Feedback within the company  

The house builders were asked about the opportunities for feedback on design issues within the 

organisation – e.g. from sales teams to design teams – or to land buyers. In order to ascertain 

whether there are incentives attached specifically to improving design, they were asked whether all 

teams (planning, design, sales or land buying) are on a bonus system for performance based on 

annual profitability. 

 

Company C has a centrally-driven feedback process from the sales directors and managers to the 

design and land teams, which can also involve getting the sales team to write briefs for future 

schemes. The recent promotion of a Build Director to a Managing Director post with a sales role gave 

him a completely new perspective on the need for quality and attention to detail. Getting the sales 

teams to be more proactive about reporting their feedback is working well in the newer London 

office. 
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The company has divisional bonus arrangements based on criteria used for customer satisfaction and 

experience, plus the return on capital employed, as well as personal development reviews. However, 

as the company always employs external designers, these teams do not receive company bonuses. 

 

For company D, there is a strong feedback loop between land and sales teams to understand how and 

where they can be more competitive in the South East. The house layouts (and elevations) are 

redesigned every three years, and reviewed every 18 months against budgets and with feedback from 

sales and construction staff. The review process considers the land take, how homes are occupied, and 

the street view. House types are also presented to colleagues for comment and buy-in, and to local 

authorities to demonstrate the range of types available and to promote confidence in the later stages of 

involvement. Twenty-five new house types have now been built on various sites.  

 

The company has learned that for “premium schemes”, where the local housing market is stronger, 

they can afford to create more bespoke housing, and involve external architects earlier in the process. 

Not all of its teams are on bonuses, as these are generally for the land and the sales teams according to 

deals done and the numbers involved; the design teams can receive pay awards according to 

performance through annual reviews. The regional directors and central HQ directors also receive 

bonuses.  

2.9 Ways to improve urban design quality 
Given the focus for house builders on what buyers want, the interviewees were asked how they could 

achieve even better quality and how they could raise the quality of the urban design in their schemes 

if budgets were no constraints either within their own operations, or from external barriers. 

 

For company C, the factors which would help them to achieve their highest ambitions for urban 

design are:  

 more people with the combination of skills in architecture and development, to be able to 

visualise 2D information into 3D, and represent buildable, ideas to others;  

 3D graphics being used more widely to get over the lack of visualization skills;  

 being able to find more people to pass career opportunities onto;  

 with 10-16 year olds seeing the world differently through networks and the internet, there will 

soon be a skills shortage, and so more interest in construction must be encouraged among 

young people. 

 

From large company B’s experience, the scale of work undertaken by volume house builders means 

that it is difficult for them to focus sufficient care on smaller schemes, which need to be executed with 

great attention to detail. 

 

For company D, local authorities’ interpretation or definition of urban design has a big impact on 

achieving quality: it is important to define what urban design should include and the principles behind 

it – from start to finish of a scheme. Within the local authority portfolio, “urban design should be 

about the structure, and planning about the details, and getting a local authority team that understands 

that is hard”. “Many do not put urban design early enough in the process”. There is also a gap 

between the application of standards and how policies are articulated, for example the production of 

codes which are then not used to regulate later planning applications. 

 

For company D the lack of commercial awareness and time limitations on discussions and decisions 

are also detrimental to quality. Better local authority resourcing and levels of expertise are needed 

while localism can be very positive for better design quality. Having precedents for good design 

quality and sufficient time in-house to reflect during the design process is important, as the design 

team itself is good and the tools and feedback loops are already in hand. More “house room to play 

with” and lower densities would also reduce site planning pressures and could raise quality; that 

would be helped by different ideas about the role of the garden or private open space. 
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2.10 Contemporary examples of good urban design 
In order to understand the house builders’ ideas about what makes good urban design, the 

interviewees were asked to name some of their and others’ best schemes built in the last 10 years, as 

well as the best in urban design terms. The schemes identified by the developers are listed as follows, 

and those identified for their urban design qualities are marked (UD). Where the interviewee 

commented on a scheme the observations has been noted. 

 

 Accordia, Cambridge (UD)  

 Ampthill Heights, Ampthill, Beds (UD) “for the town houses for those trading down.” 

 Bath Western Riverside 

 Biddenham Loop, Beds 

 Camborne (UD) photos 

 Church Fields, Boston Spa (UD)  

 Clarence Court, Wendover (UD)  

 Clay Farm, Cambridge (UD) “which is contemporary and minimal.”  

 Cometa, High Wycombe (UD)  

 Duke’s Rise, Shepton Mallet (UD) 

 Eden Park, Rugby Gateway (UD)  

 Fairfield Manor, Castle Donnington (UD) “a good house builders’ version of Poundbury’s 

places and spaces.” 

 Folly Park View, Faringdon, Oxon (UD “for its Cotswold architecture and local popularity.” 

 Greenwich Millennium Village  

 Ingress Park, Greenhithe (UD)  

 Kidbrooke (UD) “a high quality regeneration, because for schemes like this they [the 

developers] are the market leaders - taking on difficult sites but achieving quality and an 

attention to detail, with good public realm and landscaping.” “They continuously raise the bar 

with good schemes, which means that land is more accessible, schemes are more easily 

delivered via planning, and local interaction is more straightforward.”  

 New Hall, Harlow, “although its earlier popularity has dropped.”  

 One Brighton “as a Code level 6 scheme.” 

 Oxley Woods  

 Park Central, Birmingham (UD) “with its mansion blocks on the park.” 

 Portishead, Bristol 

 Repton Park 

 Staithes South Bank  

 Waterways Oxford by Berkeley (UD) “as it is well managed.”  

 Wheatpieces, Tewkesbury (UD). 

 

It is interesting that neither Upton nor Poundbury, two much quoted schemes, are mentioned by the 

developers. Also some schemes were commented on favourably in the course of interviews but not 

mentioned in list above, e.g. Fairfield Park. 

2.11 Exemplars of good urban design from the past 
In order to understand their visions of successful housing and places, the interviewees were asked to 

name new or historic places that they admire and whether these inform their work.  

 

Company B regarded the early Garden Cities and some Victorian higher density schemes as 

admirable, especially given unsuccessful attempts over the last 15 years to replicate this type of 

development. Similarly company E takes inspiration from the garden city and suburb movement and 

philanthropic developments, which, coupled with an appreciation of the local context, become direct 

references for their schemes. 
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Company D’s respondents considered Saltaire, Bourneville and Letchworth to be admirable for their 

complete planned environment and landscape-led design features, and regarded them as useful to 

inform the house types and places that they are building. The Radburn layouts in local authority 

estates were mentioned for their spaciousness and successful accommodation of the car.  

 

On admirable schemes from the past, the interviewees from company C identified “Millennium 

Square Bristol [for] focusing the community there, but not Trafalgar Square which is now awful. The 

cathedrals and piazzas in Venice, Pompidou (Beaubourg) Centre, Paris... Brindley Place Birmingham 

is an excellent space, and the new King’s Cross, when it is finished, will be fantastic.” However, the 

interviewees did not consider that these scheme or places necessarily informed their own work 

directly. 

 

The smallest company F regarded its local context in West Wycombe as inspirational, and tried to use 

the same specifications and design ideas as homes built before the Second World War.  
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3 THE DELPHI EXERCISE  
 

Delphi is a particularly useful research technique where a critical review of (anonymous) views or 

responses from one expert group is presented to another (anonymous) expert group, so that the latter 
can review the views of their peers frankly and hopefully without any undue caution. Delphi provides 

the opportunity for serial iterations to collect views, and in the case of this work, the authors plan after 

the present study to use the pattern of views generated here to inform the mapping of maintained and 

evolving perceptions from within the industry.  

 

For the purposes of the Delphi exercise, 50 key statements were distilled from the strongly stated 

views expressed in the six in-depth interviews. Most of these views were positive in terms of the 

subject in question, but where strong negatives were encountered these were also used to form 

statements that reflected the strongly stated views of more than one of the interviewees. 

 

The Delphi material pro-forma was circulated to all the original respondents as well as 8 further key 

players in the industry. As none of the six interviewees had been privy to the comments made by 

others at that stage, no distinction between the two groups is made in the commentary on the outcome 

of the Delphi exercise. 

 

In this case, the Delphi group was composed of a mix of UK house builders, with a significant 

representation of large and medium sized major players. Twenty house builders were invited to take 

part in the Delphi exercise, with 14 finally completing the process. 
 

The summary points used for the Delphi are shown in the tables below and the responses ranged in 

format from a ‘tick‐box’ response, with and without some additional comments, to narratives, and in 

one case included a copy of the developer’s customer survey. Given the level of consensus regarding 

many of the issues explored with the interview sample, it is not surprising to see a similar level of 

agreement, across the wider Delphi group. 

 

The tables below show the scores for levels of agreement/disagreement with the summary of 

outcomes from the interview group. Whilst no reliable statistical conclusions can be drawn from this 
qualitative (rather than quantitative) exercise, percentages – as well as whole numbers are shown on 

the Delphi tabulations. 

 

There are a number of areas of particularly noteworthy agreement/disagreement and also issues raised 

through Delphi not prominently noted as important by the interview group. For the purposes of the 

Delphi exercise, the summaries of outcomes from the interviews were grouped under four broad 

categories:  
1. Planning and Highways 

2. Communities, Design and Briefing 

3. Industry Standards and Supporting the Industry 

4. Customer Feedback and The Value of Urban Design 
 

The tables are included and so the issues in the responses which are considered to be of most interest 

are discussed later. 
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3.1 Planning and Highways 

 

 
 

We can see from the tabulated responses that there is significant agreement with the statements 

expressed in the in-depth interviews with the core group of house builders. There is significant 

agreement concerning: 

 

Delphi Overview Total number of responses received:14 11

Planning & Highways 5 4 3 2 1

Agree 

Strongly

Res Agree Res Not 

sure

Res Disagree Res Strongly 

Disagree

1. The general shortage of appropriate urban design 

skills in local government is an obstacle to achieving 

planning permissions effectively. 

Agree 

Strongly

8 57% Agree 4 29% Not 

sure

2 14% Disagree 0 0% Strongly 

Disagree

0 0%

2. There is a lack of experienced technical staff to 

evaluate reports submitted. 

Agree 

Strongly

5 36% Agree 9 64% Not 

sure

0 0% Disagree 0 0% Strongly 

Disagree

0 0%

a. There is a lack of awareness in local authorities 

about development costs and values.

Agree 

Strongly

7 50% Agree 7 50% Not 

sure

0 0% Disagree 0 0% Strongly 

Disagree

0 0%

3.  Urban design officers are often brought into 

discussions very late and concentrate on the details, 

when developers would welcome advice on 

structure and approaches.

Agree 

Strongly

3 21% Agree 8 57% Not 

sure

2 14% Disagree 1 7% Strongly 

Disagree

0 0%

4. The tendency by individual local authority officers 

towards prescription rather than facilitative and 

informed urban design dialogue can have a negative 

impact on design outcomes.

Agree 

Strongly

4 29% Agree 9 64% Not 

sure

1 7% Disagree 0 0% Strongly 

Disagree

0 0%

a. These factors also have an impact on timescales 

from pre-application to approval. 

Agree 

Strongly

8 57% Agree 4 29% Not 

sure

1 7% Disagree 0 0% Strongly 

Disagree

0 0%

5. Policies are often adopted by local authorities 

without understanding the implications of delivering 

them. 

Agree 

Strongly

6 43% Agree 7 50% Not 

sure

1 7% Disagree 1 7% Strongly 

Disagree

0 0%

6. Good local authority design guidance can 

contribute to a more constructive planning process.

Agree 

Strongly

8 57% Agree 5 36% Not 

sure

1 7% Disagree 0 0% Strongly 

Disagree

0 0%

7. The Government needs to provide the strategic 

planning context for major schemes like garden 

cities.

Agree 

Strongly

5 36% Agree 6 43% Not 

sure

2 14% Disagree 1 7% Strongly 

Disagree

0 0%

8. For larger schemes the presence of a design code 

facilitates the rapid implementation of projects.

Agree 

Strongly

0 0% Agree 7 50% Not 

sure

3 21% Disagree 3 21% Strongly 

Disagree

1 7%

a.   This is especially true where schemes involve 

several developers.

Agree 

Strongly

1 7% Agree 7 50% Not 

sure

2 14% Disagree 2 14% Strongly 

Disagree

1 7%

b. Design codes for larger and long running projects 

need to be able to adjust to changing market 

conditions.

Agree 

Strongly

8 57% Agree 5 36% Not 

sure

1 7% Disagree 0 0% Strongly 

Disagree

0 0%

9.  The onerous requirements of many highways 

authorities impede the adoption of projects 

designed in accordance with Manual for Street .

Agree 

Strongly

10 71% Agree 3 21% Not 

sure

0 0% Disagree 1 7% Strongly 

Disagree

0 0%

a. Manual for Streets is a useful design document, 

but needs more weight. 

Agree 

Strongly

5 36% Agree 9 64% Not 

sure

0 0% Disagree 0 0% Strongly 

Disagree

0 0%

b. Design and adoption problems with highways 

authorities lead to the incorporation of more private 

roads.

Agree 

Strongly

5 36% Agree 9 64% Not 

sure

0 0% Disagree 0 0% Strongly 

Disagree

0 0%

10. Unitary highway authorities are not necessarily 

easier to negotiate with than those with separate 

powers, because of the need to engage with 

different departments.

Agree 

Strongly

1 7% Agree 10 71% Not 

sure

2 14% Disagree 1 7% Strongly 

Disagree

0 0%

a. Highways departments within unitary authorities 

are not necessarily more open to new urban design 

ideas. 

Agree 

Strongly

2 14% Agree 9 64% Not 

sure

2 14% Disagree 1 7% Strongly 

Disagree

0 0%

agree

no overall agreement

disagree
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 the lack of appropriate urban design skills in local government impeding progress to a 

satisfactory planning permission; 

 the lack of experienced technical staff to respond to the developers reports, as well as, after so 

many decades of private volume house building, the continuing lack of awareness in local 

authorities about costs and values and the relationships between them (all);  

 the tendency for urban design officers to often be brought into the discussions late, and then 

focus on detail rather than strategy, with many of them adopting a prescriptive approach 

rather facilitating informed dialogue; all of which may have negative impacts on design and 

result in delays in achieving planning permission.  

 

The above responses suggest a poor view from developers of the available resources of knowledge, 

understanding and skills required from local authority planners, emphasized by a majority view that 

when policies are introduced by local authorities this is often done without an understanding of the 

implications for delivery.  

 

However, almost all respondents still believe that good local authority planning guidance can 

contribute positively to the planning process.  

 

Regarding the need for central government to provide the strategic planning context for major 

schemes – like Garden Cities – three of the thirteen Delphi respondents expressed doubts about this. 

In a small sample, there is no clear pattern in terms of type or size of developer who were either ‘not 

sure’ or disagreed about the benefit of a Government role in this matter.  

 

3.2 Communities, Design and Briefing 
 

The next table shows little disagreement by the Delphi respondents with the statements formed from 

the in‐depth interviews, with one notable exception on there being “no right way to commission good 

design – whether from in-house teams or external consultants”. This statement produced a markedly 

divided response particularly from the larger developers, with similar numbers agreeing/strongly 

agreeing with the proposition, to those disagreeing with it. From the in-depth interviews it was quite 

clear that (a minority) of major developers feel that they have found – or wish to be seen to have 

found, the best monitored commissioning approaches, whilst others were content to suggest that there 

was always room for improvement in this area. 

 

Twenty years ago in a period of more policy and economic stability, there was perhaps little need for 

many land buyers in larger house builders to be involved in site and project briefings with designers, 

except in exceptional circumstances. Now in a time of more volatility in terms of design, planning 

and market variation, our respondents all agreed or strongly agreed that the involvement of land 

buyers and sales teams in site/project briefings is important. The same is now apparently true in terms 

of designers receiving feedback from land and sales teams, and only two respondents were not sure 

about the possible divergence between the designers and buyers in terms of the assessment of 

development potential. These results are interesting in that they reflect a situation where in the most 

profitable – and competitive – locations house builders now see themselves as engineering projects 

more flexibly in relation to location and site conditions. There is potential for further study here in 

terms of the role of urban designers and the ways in which they might add value. 

 

Perhaps more interestingly, more than half of the respondents agree with the Delphi assertion that 

changing the scheme design after the initial design‐based viability assessment is difficult. For most 

developers there are further questions to ask about the stage at which viability creates inflexibility – in 

terms of planning, development programme/ targets and the role of urban design in terms of 

facilitating greater design flexibility. A wider study could focus on these relationships by the size of 
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the developer. Perhaps most surprisingly, in this section the majority of respondents believe that 

mandatory space standards would improve the quality of housing. This is an issue for further research. 
 

 

 
 

  

Delphi Overview Total number of responses received: 14 11

Communities, Design & Briefing 5 4 3 2 1

Agree 

Strongly

Res Agree Res Not 

sure

Res Disagree Res Strongly 

Disagree

11.      Planning performance agreements (PPAs) 

and pre-application discussions with local 

authorities are an increasingly important part of 

achieving the best development outcomes. 

Agree 

Strongly
3 21% Agree 6 43% Not 

sure
5 36% Disagree 0 0% Strongly 

Disagree
1 7%

12.      Design and Access Statements still provide 

a concise basis for explaining schemes to lay 

audiences.

Agree 

Strongly
4 29% Agree 9 64% Not 

sure
0 0% Disagree 0 0% Strongly 

Disagree
0 0%

13.      Localism and Neighbourhood Planning are 

positive in terms of engaging communities in the 

preparation of schemes.

Agree 

Strongly
1 7% Agree 6 43% Not 

sure
6 43% Disagree 1 7% Strongly 

Disagree
0 0%

a.      Localism and Neighbourhood Planning have 

led to an increase in pre-application consultation.

Agree 

Strongly
1 7% Agree 7 50% Not 

sure
5 36% Disagree 1 7% Strongly 

Disagree
0 0%

b.      Neighbourhood Plans can lead to NIMBY 

difficulties in some locations.

Agree 

Strongly
4 29% Agree 6 43% Not 

sure
3 21% Disagree 1 7% Strongly 

Disagree
0 0%

14.      The overall lack of clear planning policy and 

implementation expertise has led to an increase in 

pre-application consultation with local 

communities. 

Agree 

Strongly
2 14% Agree 7 50% Not 

sure
3 21% Disagree 1 7% Strongly 

Disagree
0 0%

15.      It is important for land buyers to be 

involved in site/project briefings. 

Agree 

Strongly
6 43% Agree 8 57% Not 

sure
0 0% Disagree 0 0% Strongly 

Disagree
0 0%

16.      It is important for sales teams to be 

involved in site/project briefings. 

Agree 

Strongly
8 57% Agree 6 43% Not 

sure
0 0% Disagree 0 0% Strongly 

Disagree
0 0%

17.      It is important for designers to receive 

feedback from land and sales teams. 

Agree 

Strongly
10 71% Agree 4 29% Not 

sure
0 0% Disagree 0 0% Strongly 

Disagree
0 0%

18.      There can be divergence between design 

teams’ and land buyers’ assessments of 

development potential.

Agree 

Strongly
7 50% Agree 5 36% Not 

sure
2 14% Disagree 0 0% Strongly 

Disagree
0 0%

19.      It can be hard to change a scheme’s design 

once the initial brief has been assessed for 

viability.

Agree 

Strongly
3 21% Agree 5 36% Not 

sure
3 21% Disagree 3 21% Strongly 

Disagree
0 0%

20.   While the industry continues to update its 

standard dwelling types, there is a greater 

willingness to employ bespoke solutions for higher 

value locations.

Agree 

Strongly
4 29% Agree 9 64% Not 

sure
0 0% Disagree 0 0% Strongly 

Disagree
1 7%

21.   Mandatory space standards have and would 

improve the quality of housing.

Agree 

Strongly
3 21% Agree 4 29% Not 

sure
3 21% Disagree 2 14% Strongly 

Disagree
1 7%

22.   There is no right way to commission good 

design – whether from in-house teams or external 

consultants.

Agree 

Strongly
2 14% Agree 3 21% Not 

sure
3 21% Disagree 4 29% Strongly 

Disagree
1 7%

agree

no overall agreement

disagree
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3.3 Industry Standards & Supporting the Industry 
The following table shows a more diffuse pattern of responses to the statements formed from the in‐
depth interviews. It was clear from the interviews that attitudes to BfL12BfL12 vary depending on 

whether or not the developer believes that it can fill the role of a sector quality benchmark. In the 

Delphi exercise there is significant doubt and uncertainty about BfL12’s value and a considerable 

degree of fence‐sitting from those who were ‘not sure’. Further questions to be pursued could usefully 

focus on how far the sector would welcome an overall sector benchmark standard, and whether 

BfL12BfL12 could be developed to fulfil this role. For urban designers, it is clear that this powerful 

client group is divided about its contribution to urban design quality. 

 

However, the perception that the “the reduction of local authorities’ skills and resources has become 

onerous for developers” has almost unanimous agreement. 

 

 

  

Delphi Overview Total number of responses received: 14 11

Industry Standards & Supporting the Industry 5 4 3 2 1

Agree 

Strongly

Res Agree Res Not 

sure

Res Disagree Res Strongly 

Disagree

23. Building for Life has been a useful discussion 

tool with local authorities. 

Agree 

Strongly
2 14% Agree 5 36% Not 

sure
2 14% Disagree 5 36% Strongly 

Disagree
0 0%

24. Building for Life 12 (BfL12) makes a valuable 

contribution to house builders developing urban 

design quality. 

Agree 

Strongly
3 21% Agree 3 21% Not 

sure
6 43% Disagree 1 7% Strongly 

Disagree
1 7%

a. The use of BfL12 potentially provides a sector 

standard for the marketing and promotion of new 

homes.

Agree 

Strongly
2 14% Agree 2 14% Not 

sure
7 50% Disagree 2 14% Strongly 

Disagree
1 7%

b. Discussions about internal space use and 

construction systems should be separated from 

questions of urban design, as they have been in 

BfL12. 

Agree 

Strongly
5 36% Agree 3 21% Not 

sure
4 29% Disagree 1 7% Strongly 

Disagree
0 0%

25. Building for Life 12 is too prescriptive and 

basic.

Agree 

Strongly
2 14% Agree 2 14% Not 

sure
6 43% Disagree 2 14% Strongly 

Disagree
1 7%

26. The Government needs to support smaller (or 

SME) house builders to restore their contribution 

to housing delivery to pre-recession levels. 

Agree 

Strongly
4 29% Agree 6 43% Not 

sure
4 29% Disagree 1 7% Strongly 

Disagree
2 14%

27. The greatest obstacles to housing delivery are 

the definition and agreement of reasonable 

section 106 agreements and Community 

Infrastructure Levy charges. 

Agree 

Strongly
7 50% Agree 1 7% Not 

sure
2 14% Disagree 2 14% Strongly 

Disagree
2 14%

28. The reduction of local authorities’ skills and 

resources has become onerous for developers.

Agree 

Strongly
6 43% Agree 7 50% Not 

sure
0 0% Disagree 0 0% Strongly 

Disagree
0 0%

a. This is a bigger burden on smaller companies or 

those who do not have in-house teams.

Agree 

Strongly
4 29% Agree 5 36% Not 

sure
4 29% Disagree 1 7% Strongly 

Disagree
0 0%

agree

no overall agreement

disagree
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3.4 Customer Feedback and the Value of Urban Design 
Whilst the majority of the respondents did not agree (or were ‘not sure’) that accurate consumer 

feedback was difficult to obtain, most agreed that more was needed. But of more interest here is that 

the great majority of respondents agreed that there is an appreciable link between good urban design 

and increased scheme values, yet were equally overwhelmingly agreed that this link is hard to 

measure specifically. This suggests that the scope and performance expectations of urban design need 

to be made much more specific and supported by evidence.  
 
The core interviewees were asked to identify a range of housing, both contemporary, by their own 

organization and others, but also historic examples. Unsurprisingly, the Delphi respondents also 

valued historic Garden Cities and suburbs – primarily for their urban design, rather than dwelling 

design.  
 

The majority of respondents agreed that customer feedback does not explicitly address urban design 

issues; however, the statement ‘Customers do value issues around parking, the use of materials and 

how homes look from the street’ was agreed almost unanimously. There was almost equal support for 

the view that ‘The quality of the landscape design is a key part of customer views of urban design’ 

concerning the value put on landscape design.  

 

 
 

Delphi Overview Total number of responses received: 14 11

Customer Feedback and The Value of UD 5 4 3 2 1

Agree 

Strongly

Res Agree Res Not 

sure

Res Disagree Res Strongly 

Disagree

29.  Customer feedback does not generally 

address urban design issues.

Agree 

Strongly
5 36% Agree 6 43% Not 

sure
3 21% Disagree 0 0% Strongly 

Disagree
0 0%

30. Of most importance to potential buyers are 

the number of bathrooms and location. 

Agree 

Strongly
1 7% Agree 1 7% Not 

sure
8 57% Disagree 3 21% Strongly 

Disagree
0 0%

31.      Customers do value issues around parking, 

the use of materials and how homes look from the 

street.

Agree 

Strongly
2 14% Agree 10 71% Not 

sure
1 7% Disagree 0 0% Strongly 

Disagree
0 0%

32.  The quality of the landscape design is a key 

part of customer views of urban design.

Agree 

Strongly
2 14% Agree 8 57% Not 

sure
3 21% Disagree 1 7% Strongly 

Disagree
0 0%

33.      It is hard to get any true feedback from 

purchasers as people are reluctant to 

acknowledge any errors in their choice of 

purchase.

Agree 

Strongly
2 14% Agree 0 0% Not 

sure
5 36% Disagree 6 43% Strongly 

Disagree
1 7%

a.      More direct feedback from consumers is 

needed – not enough post occupancy evaluation is 

undertaken.

Agree 

Strongly
3 21% Agree 4 29% Not 

sure
4 29% Disagree 2 14% Strongly 

Disagree
1 7%

34.      There is an appreciable link between good 

urban design and increased scheme values.

Agree 

Strongly
4 29% Agree 7 50% Not 

sure
0 0% Disagree 0 0% Strongly 

Disagree
2 14%

a. This link between urban design and increased 

value is hard to measure specifically.

Agree 

Strongly
2 14% Agree 10 71% Not 

sure
1 7% Disagree 0 0% Strongly 

Disagree
1 7%

35.      The location of a scheme and its proximity 

to other facilities definitely affects value.

Agree 

Strongly
10 71% Agree 3 21% Not 

sure
1 7% Disagree 0 0% Strongly 

Disagree
0 0%

36.      The historic planned environments of places 

like Bourneville, Letchworth and other garden 

cities represent a good model for future housing 

development. 

Agree 

Strongly
2 14% Agree 7 50% Not 

sure
3 21% Disagree 1 7% Strongly 

Disagree
1 7%

37.      It is the design of the houses in the garden 

cities which is exemplary.

Agree 

Strongly
0 0% Agree 2 14% Not 

sure
7 50% Disagree 2 14% Strongly 

Disagree
2 14%

38.   It is the layout of garden city housing which is 

exemplary.

Agree 

Strongly
2 14% Agree 8 57% Not 

sure
3 21% Disagree 1 7% Strongly 

Disagree
0 0%

agree

no overall agreement

disagree
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3.5 Summary outcomes from the Delphi Exercise 
Given the small sample size of 14 house builders, there is little to be gained from any further 

interrogation of the responses where there is overwhelming agreement. However, a further Delphi 

exercise could be used to probe some of the more ‘outlier’ responses. 

 

Regarding 'Planning & Highways', most of the statements were either 'strongly agreed' or ‘agreed' by 

the overwhelming majority of participants. However, the issue regarding design codes almost split the 

vote; this reflects a caution in the industry concerning the nature, quality and use of design codes and 

their flexibility in response to market changes.  

 

There is a more noticeable pattern of uncertainty when it comes to 'Communities, Design & 

Briefing'. There is a significant split of responses concerning the importance of Planning Performance 

Agreements and pre-application discussions. In an industry where individuals hold firm views, the 

significance of the 'not sure' responses may have more to do with an unwillingness to encourage these 

practices, rather than disagreeing with their usefulness; however, this cannot be assumed without 

further work. 

 

A marked pattern of 'don't know'  responses can be seen in six other areas in this section; in all of the 

statements about community engagement, and the imperatives for pre-application community 

consultation. There is evidently work to be done on quality benchmarks for consultation as well as 

clearer guidance to establish the relationships between the results of such processes and established 

democratic and governmental/administrative roles and responsibilities. 

 

Concerning 'Industry Standards & Supporting the Industry', opinions are divided on the value of 

both Building for Life and BfL12BfL12. This too offers an opportunity for more useful detailed 

exploration. The plight of SME house builders, whilst recognised by a majority, also demonstrates a 

significant minority of ambiguous responses on the issues of greater government support for and the 

burdens felt by smaller companies. 

 

Statements concerning 'Customer feedback & the Value of Urban Design' also produced a scatter of 

responses. The statement ‘Of most importance to potential buyers are the number of bathrooms and 

location’ came from one interviewee, and regrettably conjoins two quite different priorities for 

purchasers, and so the responses must inevitably be discounted.  But it is clearer with the statement 

‘The location of a scheme and its proximity to other facilities definitely affects value’.   

 

The statement ‘It is hard to get any true feedback from purchasers as people are reluctant to 

acknowledge any errors in their choice of purchase’ suggests an unwillingness to agree that reliable 

'true feedback' is difficult to draw out from purchasers post-occupation, with a split regarding the need 

for more customer feedback - this reflects the pattern of views from the interviews. Responses to 

‘There is an appreciable link between good urban design and increased scheme values’ underlines the 

view that urban design contributes appreciably to scheme values, even though this enhancement is 

regarded as difficult to measure. The responses concerning Garden City models indicate how 

important it is to work with house builders to understand their breadth of their precedent reference and 

urban design, and general housing performance beyond statutory and current sector norms. 
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4 Conclusion 
 

This pilot study has inevitably been limited in its scope. Whilst the numbers of respondents 

interviewed in-depth included both major national players, some of whom are publicly listed 

companies, and other large and small family businesses, they were only six in total. The more than 

doubling of anonymous views of the core group in the Delphi exercise mostly confirmed the views of 

the core – yet this exercise does not offer the opportunity to probe further. This conclusion aims to 

draw from the commentaries on the interviews and the Delphi exercise to highlight issues and propose 

areas of further investigation for the Urban Design Group and others. 

 

4.1 Shape of the UK House Building Sector 
The majority of the interviewees for this pilot study were from large or medium sized house builders, 

all with major strategic and development-ready land portfolios. Not all were publicly owned 

companies, but the corporate organisation of most was similar. The sample reflects the nature of UK 

private-sector house building, much of it formed in the 1930s, often with expertise developed through 

engagement with publicly-funded house building.  

 

Despite the undoubted contribution of the UK volume house building sector, better European 

comparative studies are needed on all aspects of speculative and other housing built both for sale and 

for the private rental market, which explore not only the shape of the industry and its relationship with 

development control, but importantly, the design quality achieved and cost of the products. 

 

Most of the respondents lamented the great reduction in the number of small and medium sized house 

builders but the reasons given were contradictory. The larger developers claimed it was the 

bureaucracy and expense of entering the market (and the difficulties of engaging the planning system 

in particular) which was deterring the smaller house builders. The smaller house builders claimed it 

was their inability to acquire building land in the face of the near monopoly of land by the large house 

builders that was driving them out of the market. A wider survey of the views from small house 

builders is clearly a topic for pressing further investigation, especially given current comparisons 

being made of the contributions of small developers elsewhere in Europe. 

 

4.2 Interdisciplinary Relationships between Developers and the 
Public Sector 

It is clear from the discussions and the Delphi exercise that the nature of engagement by house 

builders with the range of planning, highways and related professionals is seldom smooth – and 

seldom any smoother with unitary authorities. As is so often the case in a system of development 

control where there are generally costs and potential financial gains for both sides, a lack of 

understanding of the interplay of the two in the progression of a proposal to completion is identified. 

The fact that those involved in development planning regulation are not generally experienced as a 

singular, unified professional or administrative group, further exacerbates perceived obstacles to 

approvals. Their variety creates uncertainty. 

 

Public sector resources and skills issues are identified in this study, as well as less clear contributions 

made by larger developers to fill these resource or skills gaps. 

 

The issues of the demands of local and strategic developments are variously raised through responses 

in the study, with differing views about the benefits for more central government interventions in the 

strategic scale. The UDG should consider whether to lobby central government on coherent local, 

regional and national strategies that impact on the quality of the urban design of our built 

environment. 
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To obtain a complete picture of the significance of urban design in housing, the role of the public 

sector – in particular local government, but to a lesser extent national government - requires hearing 

the views of those in the planning and highways front-line (in particular), which this study did not 

allow, but which would be fruitful to follow up. 
 

4.3 Guidance and Control: Issues of Frames of Reference 
It is clear from this study that there is little evident depth in house building to using the broad scope of 

guidance on issues of urban design. Lists of publications have little effect, but the UDG could 

commission exemplar guides (for interactive use) of the best guidance for urban design in housing. 

 

The relationships between national resourcing, policy direction and guidance to local authorities, and 

the development and maintenance of best practice, understanding and skills need further investigation. 

While some guidance was favorably received by the house builders e.g. Manual for Streets, there 

were some surprising omissions. The most striking was the absence of references to “Car Parking; 

What Works Where” (English Partnerships, 2006). This omission is confirmed by the Design for 

London study What Design Guidance Do You Use? published in November 2012 where that 

publication does not figure among the thirteen most used sources. An investigation of the reasons for 

the relative effectiveness of the different guidance available could ensure that further work is more 

closely targeted, and saves resources.  

 

The neglect of any reference to this most basic of documents about car parking matches a relative 

neglect of it by the interviewees. Whilst there was some mention of car parking almost as an aside in 

the interviewees’ responses, the significance of that factor in determining the layout of housing areas 

was not given much weight. It may be that the term “urban design” is too broad, and in future studies, 

its components need to be mapped, if a more nuanced view is to be obtained from developers. As one 

of the interviewees suggested, a definition of urban design is greatly needed for more productive 

engagement with local authorities.  
 

4.4 Availability & Deployment of Urban Design Knowledge, 
Understanding & Skills 

It is clear from this and many other studies that the shortage of appropriate expertise and experience 

in the development control sector is often critical with regard to the appropriate and best practice 

progression of development proposals. Without a major policy review of these functions neither the 

interests of developers nor the UK community at large or locally are likely to be best served. It is 

questionable as to whether a creeping privatisation of development control over the last five years can 

ever be beneficial pro bono publico. 

 
Small house builders also suffer disproportionately from the reduction of urban design skills in local 

planning departments. This shortage was regretted by all respondents, but the larger builders can 

afford consultants or their own in-house design teams - luxuries beyond the reach of small firms. 

There is evidence that planning departments have suffered more than any other branch of local 

government from recent government cuts (Figure 2 earlier) while anecdotally it is public sector urban 

design teams which have been cut back most drastically. Further study could elucidate whether this is 

the case, so that the UDG can make appropriate representations based on solid evidence. This would 

have support from a wide spectrum of opinion, for example: 

 

“Finally there is another concern from the autumn statement. Public spending cuts may mean 

yet further reduction in the already stressed resources of local authority planning 

departments. We need good planning if it is to be an efficient process, capable of producing 

high quality development in the places we care about. Good planning should not be squeezed 

out.” Kate Barker, The Times, 10 December2014 
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Apart from the reduction in resources, the lack of those urban design skills available in planning 

departments had been widely experienced by the respondents. This is not surprising if the relative 

unimportance of urban design in town planning courses is considered. A survey by the Town and 

Country Planning Association revealed that it was the second lowest among the sixteen subjects 

taught in postgraduate and undergraduate courses (Figure 3). If urban design advice is increasingly 

given by general planners rather than by fewer specialised urban designers, then this should be of 

concern to the UDG so that the skill base is not further eroded. It must be in the UDG’s interest to do 

this, since it is those professionals with an interest in urban design cultivated during their training, 

who will maintain the discipline’s status and reputation. 
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Source: Town and country planning   October 2013 

 

Figure 3 Topics taught on planning courses  

  

The UDG should champion the role of urban design in local authorities and this will require a greater 

representation of local authority officers amongst its volunteers, who at present are considerably 

underrepresented in comparison with the private sector. 
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4.5 Scope of Morphological and Typological References 
The discussions with the core group of interviewees and the Delphi exercise generated a narrow range 

of reference to inspirational developments or places from the past. The range of references to 

contemporary schemes – both their own and those by other developers – resulted in a wider range of 

schemes admired, but very little detailed critique. 

Thus the level of discussion throughout the study on the quality of urban design – and indeed, a 

general understanding of the importance and scope of urban design – was therefore limited and 

supported by references to ‘Garden Cities’ and UK industry comparisons in terms of contemporary 

exemplars.  

It is probably replicating the imagery rather than the economic realities of this model which is 

attractive, and so the extent to which the layout and density of Garden Cities would meet the 

objectives of the land buyers and financial directors of their companies must be questioned. It would 

be interesting to ask the views of non-designer members of the development teams about Garden 

Cities and urban design. 

There is also a role for the UDG to encourage and present a more systematic and critical set of 

typomorphologically distinct set of references for volume house building. 

 

4.6 Issues Arising from Community and Buyer Engagement 
The recent interest amongst volume house builders in pre-application discussions with local 

communities is entirely understandable, given the policy directions of localism and neighbourhood 

planning. Undoubtedly hard-pressed local authorities find useful direction in the approval of 

proposals by local communities.  

 

It is clear from the study that there has been a relatively recent volte face by many, if not most volume 

house builders in their approach to the communities who will live in the vicinity of their proposed 

creations. The study gives an intimation of the reasons for this as well as the strategies employed by 

developers to engage and use ‘local communities’ to achieve the best outcomes for the house builders, 

but this requires further study, including the relationships between communities, house builders and 

the development and resourcing of national policy, local application and the scope of the impacts for 

all concerned. 

 

The range of current approaches to community engagement begs further research, as does the use of 

buyer feedback on new schemes. In the latter case, the pitfalls of post-occupancy evaluation by 

property owners are well understood, but there could be opportunities for the UDG to influence buyer 

feedback techniques that could facilitate better urban design. 

 

For urban designers there appear to be problems in ascertaining the views of consumers, where a 

misunderstanding of the significance of car parking, landscape, security, access to facilities and public 

transport is obscured when they are either bundled together as urban design, or treated as unconnected 

issues. This may be responsible for the developers’ views that urban design is not generally 

recognized as being of major importance to buyers.  

 

Evidence of these problems, arising from the lack of clarity about the contribution of urban design, is 

supported by reference to the marketing material for potential house buyers by some of the biggest 

house builders. While some characteristics of the new dwelling are covered in great detail e.g. interior 

decorations, no mention is made of car parking provision, garden size and location, refuse and 

recycling provision or orientation. These are all significant factors which would come under the 

heading of urban design. 
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4.7 Summary: Suggested priorities for the UDG 
With the findings from this modest but well-founded study, we would suggest that as a priority the 

Urban Design Group should: 

 

- Ascertain the extent to which urban design skills have been lost in local authority planning 

departments;   

 

- Have a concerted membership drive to recruit more public sector planners and urban designers, 

highway planners and engineers, landscape planners and architects, and economic development 

officers to the Group; 

 

- Establish the demand and nature of urban design support required by house builders’ design 

teams especially in the regions, which would provide greater evidence of the value of urban 

design - both value of the processes and ‘products’ of urban design input; 

 

- Define the scales and project stages at which urban design inputs can improve designs and hence 

places, as a form of charter for developer and local authority engagement in pre-application 

discussions, to promote early and strategic as well as later engagement; 

 

- Campaign to bring greater significance to Manual for Streets and its principles amongst highways 

authorities, by documenting examples of successful and cost-effective ways in which has been 

implemented; 

 

- Work with urban design and planning courses to build more awareness of the cost-value-design 

challenge faced by developers, in order to promote greater understanding of the development 

industry’s priorities for students and professionals alike; 

 

- Carry out further studies to see what is required to ensure that national policy is based on best 

practice – not least in the relationship between central government and local authorities; and 

 

- Facilitate a study that examines the level of understanding of each party involved in building 

housing (local government/central government) (local government/house builders) to explore a 

better understanding and more efficient alignment of guidance, design and control, with an 

informed open-book approach to costs and values. 
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5 APPENDIX 1: INTERVIEW PRO-FORMA  
Questions for CEOs or their nominees 
 
A. THE WAY YOU DO THINGS: 

1.  What is the normal process path for a project from inception to completion? 

2.  Could you give us an outline of your corporate structure, functions and decision-making 
responsibilities? 

3.  (i) Who formulates site-specific briefs and mix? 

 (ii) Who is responsible for signing these off? 

4.  (i) Do you work usually with the same design teams? 

 (ii) What sort of feedback is there from sales team to design team – or indeed to land buyers? 

5. (i) What are the key statutory/regulatory compliances you have to meet? 

 (ii) Which are most challenging and why? 

 (iii) Do you have internal standards for most aspects of development? (examples please) 

 (iv) Do you use in-house procedure guides or similar process manuals? (examples please) 

 (v) How do you make sure the right people in the organisation keep up with external 
standards/guidance? 

6.  How is UD managed at a strategic level in your company? 

7.  Are your teams all on a bonus system (performance related) based on annual profitability?  

8. (i) By what processes involving which people in the organization do you generally acquire sites? 

 (ii) Similarly, how and by whom are decision’s made to bring sites forward for development? 

9.  How and by whom are the following issues managed: 

- costs & values, as part of the pre-sales process 
- dwelling types and mix as part of site feasibilities 
- responses to site characteristics and context  
- issues of urban design 
- issues of image and appearance. 

10.  Where would you place yourselves in terms of the market/competition? 

 

B. THE WAY YOU USE OTHERS TO HELP YOU 

11. (i) Do you employ external consultants? 

(ii) If so, for which disciplines? 

(iii) How do you select them? 

(iv) Do they usually provide repeat services? 

(v) By what criteria do you review/judge them?  

(vi) Do you provide an opportunity for partnering with others - developing expertise over time? 

12.  Do you elicit purchaser feedback – if so, in what way? 

13. (i) Where have you found LA urban designers useful? 

 (ii) What is your general view of UD skills in LAs? 

14. (i) How do you manage planning applications? 

(ii) Who is responsible for relationships and negotiations with planners? 

(iii) How has Localism and the increased role of communities in Neighbourhood Planning 
changed your approach to getting planning permission for your sites?  
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C. SPECIFICALLY URBAN DESIGN 

15. (i)What are in your opinion the most relevant UD issues and challenges for HB’s? 

 (ii) How does your organisation meet the UD challenges you identify? 

 (iii) Who contributes to this work inside and outside the organisation? 

16. (i) What would you identify as key UD guidance from HMG or others? 

 (ii) How do you use it? 

17.  (i) What sort of UD guidance do you find most useful? 

(ii) What UD guidance do you use / have you used? Give examples of schemes where used? 

(iii) Is any of this put into internally produced UD guidance/publications? 

(iv) if so what are they and how are they produced? 

18. (i) Did you use BfL ? 

(ii) If you did, what were your experiences – positive and negative of doing so? 

(iii) Will you use BfL 12 ? 

(iv) How is it different from previous versions (positives and negatives)? 

19.  Have you found ‘Manual for Streets’ useful? Give examples. 

20. (i) Have you ever built to a design code – have you found working with a code useful?  

 (ii) If so, how, why & where? 

21  (i) Do you find dealing with roads and highways a challenge? 

 (ii) if so, could you explain/give examples? 

 (iii) Where highways is a separate authority has this posed particular problems (examples)? 

22.  On larger phased schemes, do you adopt different approaches in different phases of 
development?  (codes to control quality, more marginal viability, higher quality public realm) 

23. (i) Do you see a link between good urban design and a scheme’s sales values?  

(ii) Have you ever done a cost/benefit analysis about the value impact of schemes which were 
urban design-led, or had a higher quality of urban design input? 

(iii) What aspects of UD quality contribute to selling your homes? 

(iv) Do you believe that your purchasers rate/ perceive the importance of UD matters? 

(v) Could you give examples? 

(vi) Budgets permitting, what are the things that you do to achieve best UD qualities in a 
scheme? 

 

D. INSPIRATIONS & ACHIEVEMENTS 

24.  Which do you consider the best developments that you/your company have completed over, 
say, the last ten years? 

25.  Which do you regard your best schemes in terms of UD? 

26. (i) What shortlist of things – process or product related – would help you most to achieve your 
highest ambitions for the urban design of your housing? 

 (ii) What are the barriers to doing these things? 

27.  Are there particular schemes by other HBs that you admire and why?   

28.  Are there developments or places form the past that you admire?  

29. Do they directly/ indirectly inform your work?  

 


