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Public Practice is a not-for-profit social enterprise that 
places outstanding built environment experts within 
forward-thinking public authorities to build the public 
sector’s capacity for proactive planning.

10% of the year-long placements is dedicated to a 
Research & Development programme to share new 
knowledge and practice across authorities. This Practice 
Note is one of the outputs of this programme.
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HOME DELIVERY 

How can public sector housing delivery teams 
share knowledge to improve design quality? 
 
This Practice Note is based on research carried out as part of a 
year-long placement in the London Legacy Development 
Corporation (LLDC). It explores tools and strategies that public 
sector housing teams can use to improve design quality in council-
led housing delivery. The research took place between April 2018 
and March 2019 and was focused on London Boroughs, given the 
common policy context. Findings may be useful for planning 
authorities beyond London, who are invited to help test, develop and 
improve the recommendations put forward in this Practice Note. 
  
CONTEXT 
Council-led housing is undergoing a renaissance: in 2018, 69% of 
local authorities (Authorities) in England stated that they were 
directly engaged in housing delivery.1 The primary motivations for 
this new generation of council housebuilding are meeting local 
housing requirements and tackling homelessness. However, a series 
of other factors including ambitions for income generation and 
improving design quality have contributed to Authorities re-engaging 
with housing delivery and developing new innovative approaches.2 
Authorities across the country are looking to make use of the lifting of 
the Housing Revenue Account borrowing cap,3 and many are also 
bidding for new sources of funding including the Housing 
Infrastructure Fund.4 In London, the GLA Building Council Homes for 
Londoners initiative is giving Authorities access to grants to build 
affordable homes.5 
 
A recent report from the RTPI recommends that Authorities should 
be sharing insights and best practice to establish better delivery 
methods.6 This recommendation is echoed in a report from Centre 
for London which recommends inter-borough collaboration as a way 
of optimising capacity and delivery.7 Building on these findings, this 
Practice Note looks at ways that housing delivery teams can share 
knowledge and expertise to improve design quality. Drawing on 
research carried out as part of a placement in the LLDC, the Practice 
Note makes a number of recommendations for how Authorities might 
improve design quality in council-led developments. 
 
1  rtpi.org.uk/media/3426186/lahousing2019.pdf 
2  rtpi.org.uk/media/3426186/lahousing2019.pdf 
3  local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/Publications%20-

%20Research%20-%20Housing%20Revenue%20Account%20Cap%20Removal%20-
%20Survey%20Results%20-%20March%202019.pdf 

4  gov.uk/government/publications/housing-infrastructure-fund  
5  london.gov.uk/what-we-do/housing-and-land/increasing-housing-

supply/building-council-homes-londoners  
6  rtpi.org.uk/media/3426186/lahousing2019.pdf 
7  centreforlondon.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/Borough_Builders-

Report_Centre-for-London.pdf 

https://www.rtpi.org.uk/media/3426186/lahousing2019.pdf
https://www.rtpi.org.uk/media/3426186/lahousing2019.pdf
https://www.local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/Publications%20-%20Research%20-%20Housing%20Revenue%20Account%20Cap%20Removal%20-%20Survey%20Results%20-%20March%202019.pdf
https://www.local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/Publications%20-%20Research%20-%20Housing%20Revenue%20Account%20Cap%20Removal%20-%20Survey%20Results%20-%20March%202019.pdf
https://www.local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/Publications%20-%20Research%20-%20Housing%20Revenue%20Account%20Cap%20Removal%20-%20Survey%20Results%20-%20March%202019.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/housing-infrastructure-fund
https://www.london.gov.uk/what-we-do/housing-and-land/increasing-housing-supply/building-council-homes-londoners
https://www.london.gov.uk/what-we-do/housing-and-land/increasing-housing-supply/building-council-homes-londoners
https://www.rtpi.org.uk/media/3426186/lahousing2019.pdf
https://www.centreforlondon.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/Borough_Builders-Report_Centre-for-London.pdf
https://www.centreforlondon.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/Borough_Builders-Report_Centre-for-London.pdf
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Exemplar design: Alton Estate, Roehampton, completed in 1958. 

 
A DESIGN-LED APPROACH TO COUNCIL HOUSING 
It is easy to look back at the last generation of council housebuilding 
with nostalgia, as many exceptional schemes were built during the 
1950s, 60s and 70s. Some of these have in recent times been 
reappraised in publications such as Municipal Dreams8 and the 
mainstream press,9 and received overdue recognition.10 But there 
were also many less successful schemes, even if one looks beyond 
stylistic arguments and the divisive question of whether architecture 
can cause social problems. Significantly, housing quality suffered 
due to high housing targets and a push to build fast and build 
tall.11 The situation today has some similarities – high housing 
targets and a push to accelerate delivering using off-site construction 
at increasing densities – and it is likely there are lessons to be 
learned from previous experiences.  
 
With competing pressures such as securing funding and high 
housing targets, the reality is that housing delivery teams need to 
prioritise. Making the case for good design in such a context can be 
tricky. Yet, as argued in the ‘Building Better Places’ report, a concern 
for quality should be part of the discourse from the outset.12 A 
design-led approach to council-led housing delivery will not only 
ensure that the homes being built can stand the test of time. It will 
also nurture in-house skills and contribute to the creation of a 
positive reputation for council-built homes over time.  

 
8  municipaldreams.wordpress.com  
9  theguardian.com/society/2016/jul/13/aylesbury-estate-south-london-

social-housing  
10  architecture.com/awards-and-competitions-landing-page/awards/royal-

gold-medal/royal-gold-medal-2018 
11  youtube.com/watch?v=Ch5VorymiL4  
12  publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld201516/ldselect/ldbuilt/100/100.pdf  

https://municipaldreams.wordpress.com/
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2016/jul/13/aylesbury-estate-south-london-social-housing
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2016/jul/13/aylesbury-estate-south-london-social-housing
https://www.architecture.com/awards-and-competitions-landing-page/awards/royal-gold-medal/royal-gold-medal-2018
https://www.architecture.com/awards-and-competitions-landing-page/awards/royal-gold-medal/royal-gold-medal-2018
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ch5VorymiL4
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld201516/ldselect/ldbuilt/100/100.pdf
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APPROACH 
The findings and recommendations in this Practice Note draw on 
conversations with officers within housing delivery teams across 
London, as well as the findings from a survey exploring design 
standards within housing delivery teams shared. In total, 24 teams 
were contacted across London, however only seven responses were 
received (giving a response rate of 29%). This should be factored in 
when reading the findings and recommendations. The low response 
rate is addressed in the Next Steps section of the Practice Note.  
 
FINDINGS 
– Housing delivery teams across the sample have different 

structures.  As a consequence, understanding their governance 
arrangements and where they sit within or alongside the 
Authority can be challenging. 

– Several approaches exist for setting design standards. Some 
teams rely chiefly on the London Housing SPG, and some have 
a standard guidance document. Others are in the process of 
developing a guidance document. When asked, teams were 
interested in knowing what guidance and standards other teams 
had developed. 

– Individuals at different local authorities are separately 
developing similar guidance and undertaking similar research. 
Useful documents developed by Authorities may never get 
published or shared beyond the Authority itself. There is a risk 
of creating a body of resources which is difficult to access, with 
officers having to discover (and sometimes re-invent) 
information on their own. 

– Even within an Authority it is difficult to keep track of research 
and documents being produced. Excel logs (for example project 
data, research undertaken) are started with the best intentions, 
saved somewhere obscure and forgotten within six months.   

– Housing delivery teams express an interest in sharing more 
practical information with each other. A number of useful 
knowledge-sharing initiatives already exist in London, including 
Future of London’s ‘Council Led Housing Forum’, Airey Miller’s 
‘Councils Building Homes’ network, and Urban Design London’s 
‘Building Homes’ network. In addition to these, many delivery 
teams state an interest in a more structured sharing platform 
centred on achieving quality (as well as delivery), and further 
opportunities to find out what other Authorities are doing in 
practice. 

– Sharing of information is often piecemeal and can prove time- 
and resource intensive for more established teams who are 
asked to share information. For instance, one Authority said that 
they were so overwhelmed with requests for walking tours that 
they were no longer able to accommodate them. 
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– There is currently a lack of empirical evidence demonstrating 
how schemes perform once delivered. The sector could do 
more to measure the success of housing developments and to 
determine if they really are performing as intended and as 
designed. This covers qualitative aspects such as residents 
experience as well as more quantitative aspects of building 
performance. 

 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
The following recommendations suggest a framework for how 
housing delivery teams can record and share information around 
design quality. The Practice Note recommends a coordinated 
approach to sharing knowledge and insights. In the long run, this will 
lead to a reduction in time and resource requirements, both for 
teams looking to find information and teams offering to share it. The 
recommendations are designed to complement each other and 
should ideally be implemented as a whole. However, each 
recommendation also works independently and could be 
implemented as such. Some of the recommendations require a 
separate ‘body’ to coordinate, but most can be taken up 
independently by an individual housing delivery team. 
 
1. Housing Quality Working Groups 
Regular round-table sessions (or ‘Working Groups’) would provide 
housing delivery teams with a chance to talk about current projects 
in relation to quality, design guidance they are looking to produce 
and challenges they are dealing with. Dedicated Working Groups – 
potentially in connection with one of the established networks or at a 
national scale – would provide Authorities with further opportunities 
to share knowledge, establish connections and pool resources 
where they have shared goals. Having too many people in the room 
will likely result in unproductive meetings and unfocused outcomes, 
however geographic groupings could be established to circumvent 
this. Bulletins might be disseminated more widely (and uploaded to a 
shared resource library – see below) for connections to be made 
across geographic areas where relevant. Sessions could be based 
around key challenges coming out of the round-table sessions (e.g. 
‘family housing at high density’). Possible session types include: 
 
– Seminars: Learning from other Authorities what they are doing 

in relation to a particular design opportunity or issue (may 
include Authorities from other countries) 

– Workshops: Discussion of design guidance documents / 
standards that exist or are being produced (by Authorities / 
academics / architects)  

– Surgeries: Trouble-shooting sessions with input from specialist 
advisors, e.g. Mayor’s Design Advocates  

– Reviews: In-depth reviews of completed projects, including 
lessons learned, Post Occupancy Evaluation, etc.  
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Diagrammatic representation of the recommendations set out in this 
Practice Note. The diagram suggests who might manage the different 
elements: the public sector housing delivery team, an independent body or 
bodies, or other organisations. 
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Examples: Airey Miller’s ‘Councils Building Homes’ meetings were 
created for Local Authorities and their housing companies to share 
knowledge and experiences of building council homes.13 Future of 
London’s ‘Council Led Housing Forum’ is a two-year programme 
aimed at Authority staff providing a platform for sharing skills, 
experience and lessons learned around approaches to delivery, and 
includes a session aimed specifically at ‘achieving design quality’.14  
Urban Design London’s ‘Building Homes’ network offers a series of 
events to share ideas, experiences and learn about best practice.15 
A related example is the Greater London Authority ‘Design 
Coordination Meeting’: a regular meeting between officers across the 
GLA family (GLA, TfL, OPDC and LLDC). 
 
2. Shared Resource Library 
A shared database for council housebuilding providing access to a 
live library of useful documents for housing delivery teams. The 
Resource Library would also be useful to policy makers, architects, 
researchers and academics and could be run by a third-party 
organisation, for example a university. The Resource Library could 
include the following types of content: 
 
– A list of all public sector delivered housing schemes including 

case studies, podcasts and Post Occupancy Evaluation data  
– Information on each housing delivery team’s structure and 

resourcing, and how it relates to the rest of the Authority 
– Each Authority’s design standards, as well as third party design 

guidance and research 
– Bulletins from the Housing Quality Working Groups (as above) 

and resources from events 
 
Wherever possible, the information stored on the Resource Library 
should be open access. However, some information may have to 
have restrictions on access. 
 
3. Information Champion 
Without people dedicated to coordinating and uploading information, 
the Resource Library would not function properly. To address this 
problem, participating Authorities should nominate an ‘information 
champion’ to be the intermediary between the Authority and the body 
managing the Resource Library. This might be a relatively junior 
member of staff with an interest in research and could be an existing 
employee. The role could be shared between Authorities that have 
similar aspirations/challenges. 

  

 
13  aireymiller.com/councilsbuildinghomes 
14  futureoflondon.org.uk/networks/council-led-housing-forum/ 
15  urbandesignlondon.com/events/2019-2020/networks/#undefined 

https://www.aireymiller.com/councilsbuildinghomes
https://www.futureoflondon.org.uk/networks/council-led-housing-forum/
https://www.urbandesignlondon.com/events/2019-2020/networks/#undefined
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4. Post Occupancy Evaluation 
To support a culture of learning, Authorities should continually 
evaluate the quality of developments. While it may be difficult to 
achieve a coordinated and consistent approach across the sector as 
a whole, it should be possible to achieve this across public-sector 
housing, allowing a useful comparison of schemes. 

Example: The LLDC is preparing to undertake a pilot post-
occupancy evaluation (POE) study on legacy housing. The plan is to 
roll this out across all its housing developments. In the short term, it 
would be useful to share the process of setting up POE with other 
Authorities and to coordinate methods. In the long term, it would 
benefit all Authorities for the LLDC to share outcomes.  

5. ‘Five years on’ Awards 
A ‘five years on’ award would demonstrate the public sector’s 
commitment to lasting design quality. In addition to architectural 
quality, schemes should also be commended for standing the test of 
time and how well they work for their users. Awards could be based 
on a set of POE-related criteria – e.g. resident satisfaction, design 
quality, ongoing maintenance, building performance – and in time 
this could become a prerequisite for entering the awards. The 
awards are an opportunity to evaluate what was seen as exemplar 
(or not) at a point in time, and to revisit the ideas behind schemes 
and how well they have aged.  

Examples: Many awards programmes exist. However, these tend to 
be based on the views of judges, with little or no robust measures of 
success in operation forming part of the evaluation process. The 
London Planning Awards did have a ‘best project five years on’ 
category from 2008-2018. However, these awards were awarded 
based primarily on judges’ opinions and the category no longer 
appears to exist. 
 
6. Case Studies 
A full list of Authority delivered buildings could become a significant 
component of the shared Resource Library. In time, case studies 
could include POE data as well as other types of data (such as 
podcasts, see below) providing additional information on aspects 
such as procurement and design analysis. Authority housebuilding 
teams should be encouraged to prepare basic fact sheets and 
datasets. However, the responsibility for the case studies and their 
evaluation should lie with a non-biased third party to prevent cases 
becoming promotional material for the Authority. In time, this could 
become an important resource for recording council-led 
housebuilding in the 21st Century. 
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Examples: Until 2010, CABE hosted a database of case studies, 
recording basic facts as well as description and evaluation of the 
completed projects, references and useful links.16 Other resources 
include the AJ Buildings Library,17 and the Housing Design Awards.18 
 
7. Building Tour Podcasts 
A series of podcasts about new council-led housing schemes could 
become a platform for Authorities to share learnings about design, 
insights about process and project outcomes. The podcasts could be 
structured around a walkabout of the development with the project 
manager and other team members, consultants, and residents. The 
conversation could be focussed around the kind of ‘Frequently 
Asked Questions’ that housing delivery teams ask. There are two 
moments where it would be relevant to do this: 
 
– When a housing development is recently completed, and 

interest in hearing about the scheme is at its highest and 
information on the process is fresh in the minds of all involved. 

– A few years after residents have moved in, to give an 
opportunity to discuss how the scheme has bedded in and allow 
team members to reflect more objectively on what worked and 
what didn’t. Resident input would be a particularly valuable 
addition at this stage. 

 
The podcast could become part of the suite of information available 
as part of the case studies. This should not necessarily replace 
guided visits with project teams (which could perhaps be scheduled 
quarterly) but could reduce the amount of time spent doing them.  
 
Examples: Some podcasts on architecture and planning currently 
exist. Of particular note are the podcasts produced by the 
Developer,19 which focuses on evaluating current issues and designs 
from a development perspective, and The Decorators’ on-air 1:1, 
which records walking conversations with built environment 
professionals around a particular place.20 
 
  

 
16  webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20110118095705tf_/cabe.org.uk/ 

case-studies 
17  ajbuildingslibrary.co.uk  
18  hdawards.org  
19  thedeveloper.live/podcasts  
20  audioboom.com/channels/4929643  

https://audioboom.com/channels/4929643
https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20110118095705/http:/www.cabe.org.uk/case-studies
https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20110118095705/http:/www.cabe.org.uk/case-studies
https://www.ajbuildingslibrary.co.uk/
https://hdawards.org/
https://thedeveloper.live/podcasts
https://audioboom.com/channels/4929643
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NEXT STEPS 
This Practice Note has explored how public sector housing delivery 
teams can share knowledge and expertise to promote design quality. 
To take these initial findings further, there are a number of areas of 
research that would benefit from further development. They include: 
 
1. Implementation 
The cost of implementing the suggested recommendations, and who 
should implement it, needs further investigation. This is particularly 
relevant for the recommendations related to setting up or identifying 
an independent body. 
 
2. Buy-in 
The findings set out in this Practice Note need to be tested more 
widely, and across a range of different types of delivery structure. 
Additional research is needed to bring in insights from a greater 
sample of Authorities, including those outside London. Such 
research could for instance be undertaken by other Public Practice 
Associates. 
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Council-led housing is undergoing a renaissance, with a 
growing number of local authorities directly engaged in 
housing delivery. This new generation of public housing is 
helping to meet local housing need and raise the bar on 
quality through innovative approaches to design and 
delivery.

However, there currently is a lack of coordination in how 
authorities achieve and measure design quality. This is 
leading to officers having to discover (and sometimes 
re-invent) tools and methods by themselves. This Practice 
Note explores ways to efficiently track, analyse, and share 
knowledge and best practice across authority boundaries. 

Drawing on research carried out during a year-long 
placement at the London Legacy Development 
Corporation, it sets out a series of measures that 
authorities can take to establish efficient information 
sharing over the long-term. 

#Council-ledHousing #Design #DesignGovernance

Practice Notes and other resources are available 
to download at www.publicpractice.org.uk/resources




