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As part of the CaCHE Social Housing Policy Working Group, this paper provides a brief 

historical account of the marginalisation of architects, planners (and design value) from 

housing delivery and research - covering key issues such as procurement, building contracts, 

fees, post occupancy evaluation and the dissolution of local authority housing departments - 

as a precursor to developing a series of policy recommendations for the promotion of design 

value in public rented housing.  
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Marginalisation of design value 

‘Design value’: the social and 

environmental value added to housing by 

good design 

In the post war years of reconstruction, the 

large majority of architects were ‘salaried’ 

in public service organisations.  

Faced with a rapid growth of urban 

populations, these architects were 

pressurised to build faster, taller and 

cheaper by their government paymasters.  

Mass housing in the UK was very often 

done on the cheap missing out the social 

infrastructure and community buy-in.  

In the 1980s, resources for social housing 

were cut radically forcing local government 

architecture and housing departments to 

regroup themselves in the private sector.  

At the same time, there was a growth in 

‘design and build’ contracts led by the 

contractor meaning that responsibility for 

delivering quality passed from hand to 

hand. Together with the dismantling of the 

RIBA fee scale in 2003, this reduced the 

ability of architects to lead development.   

Responsibility for fulfilling housing demand 

was increasingly transferred to the Volume 

House Builders, whose model of housing 

production was driven more by the need to 

generate shareholder value than design 

value.  

Standards and codes have attempted to 

regulate design but these tend to focus on 

environmental conditions not on design 

quality.  

Most large clients including local 

authorities and housing associations have 

a ‘framework’: a shortlist of vetted 

architects who can bid for projects. Whilst 

frameworks save time and effort, they risk 

excluding new, smaller practices and 

squashing innovation and diversity. 

http://housingevidence.ac.uk/our-work/social-housing-policy-working-group/


 

 

 

2.  

Perhaps the most serious victim of a short-

termist profit driven view of design value 

has been organisational learning on what 

works. As few as 3% of architects 

undertake regular Post Occupancy 

Evaluation (POE) despite the serious 

benefits that it can bring. 

Policy Recommendations 

Based on this brief historical review, we put 

forward 6 policy recommendations to 

promote design value in UK public housing: 

Foster design and delivery innovation in 

Local Authority housing teams. The 

resurgence of Local Authority 

housebuilding requires new teams with a 

skillset in delivering design value. 

Initiatives like Public Practice could 

contribute to this end. 

Make Post Occupancy Evaluation a 

requirement of all publicly procured 

buildings. In line with the 2012 Social 

Value Act, the demonstration of social 

value should be a requirement of every 

housing project, contributing to a wider 

corpus of knowledge on what works. 

Provide clear guidance on the 

development of sustainable housing, 

perhaps through the reintroduction of the 

Code for Sustainable Homes, well received 

by experts in the field. 

Encourage public participation in the 

development of housing and 

neighbourhoods potentially harnessing 

advances in digital technology. 

Promote the development and 

standardisation of off-site construction 

which allows housing to be built faster, 

cheaper and to a higher standard. This 

cannot happen in isolation but needs to be 

part of an integrated approach to delivery 

and research and development.  

Review existing procurement systems, 

frameworks and contracts in terms of 

their impact on the diversity of the built 

environment, innovation, organisational 

learning and long-term design value 
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