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A study funded by the NHBC Foundation and carried out 
by BRE, has looked at the way in which the construction 
industry designs houses for longevity. The study proposed 
that rather than accepting default 60-year life values, there 
should be a more rational approach through which the 
design life of a house is explicitly decided in each case.

A matter of expectation… 
‘The expected life of a house is 50 years (the builder),  
100 years (the lender), and 400 years (the owner).’ 1

The quotation illustrates that consumers are probably not 
getting what they expect when they buy new houses. It 
also neatly illustrates that the lack of a clear stated design 
life has an effect on all parties involved in the purchase, 
financing and construction of a new home. It is reasonable 
to assume that someone will be disappointed. 

…and of substance 
The design life of most buildings and structures is taken 
by the industry to be 60 years. This is thought to be a 
convenience that is based on UK Treasury rules for 
repayment of internal loans. Whatever reason for its 
widespread adoption and use by the industry, the  
nominal 60 year design life appears to have unintended 
and sometimes inappropriate consequences. 

We are currently experiencing many changes in house 
building design and construction methods, which are 
being driven by various agenda such as reduced carbon, 
reduced environmental impact, offsite construction etc.  
All taken together, they mean that buildings and houses 
are now markedly different from those constructed in 
previous decades. It is argued that an approach based on 
long-term practice is less adaptable to innovation and 
more likely to lead to failures than a more rational 
approach.

How long should 
houses last?
A recent study has concluded that there are real advantages to 
be gained from deciding how long houses should last in each 
case, rather than accepting an arbitrary 60-year life expectancy 
for all. Éanna Nolan reports. 

The impact on design would not be that radical. Design 
codes do allow for different design lives, and indeed have 
done since the 1950s. The radical change proposed is that 
designers, clients and perhaps even planning authorities, 
should genuinely discuss what the functional requirements 
for each project are. The idea is that we should decide 
explicitly based on circumstances as to whether a long life 
or shorter life is appropriate.

Long life solutions 
It should be pointed out that what is not being proposed  
in a rational approach to housing design is ultra-long life 
housing, but rather the recognition that roughly 40% of 
our current housing is over 60 years old2 . If housing stock 
became unusable after 60 years the UK would have a 
major problem. 

A recent government initiative in Japan aimed to promote 
a 200 year life span. Of course not all the parts of the 
building need to last that long. If we think about why 
Victorian terraced housing can still provide 
accommodation today, 100 years after being built, the 
following guidelines for long life design become apparent. 

The basic structure of the house: 
– can last the design life  
– can accommodate replacement components  
– has the appropriate level of flexibility and adaptability 
– �has an appropriate, or at least well appreciated, level  

of maintenance
– has an emphasis on good basic detailing.

These are not new ideas, but they are important if we 
want to build homes that will last. 

Shorter life solutions 
Perhaps more interestingly, a rational approach to design  
life would also offer the opportunity to design for shorter 
periods than the standard 60 years. The reasons for 
favouring short term buildings might include a high risk  
of obsolescence, knowledge that the structure wouldn’t be 
needed to operate past a particular date, rising flood risk, etc. 

For shorter life components and systems the issue of 
achieving efficient deconstruction might be meaningfully 
addressed. Deconstruction currently seems to have little to 
do with re-use and more to do with demolition for waste. 

A market for re-usable components and systems that can 
be demounted and re-erected may well be promoted 
through adopting design for rational life spans. If it did, it 
might bring about a welcome reduction in waste arising 
from maintaining the housing stock. Indeed, it might also 
facilitate a business model for providing accommodation 
that consists of ‘renting’ major components, structures, etc, 
to clients for stated periods.

Conclusion 
As outlined above there are real advantages to spending  
a little more time explicitly deciding how long our houses 
should last, and growing risks from not doing so. The type 
of change proposed may not be the type of issue that will 
grab headlines, but it just may help us all continue to 
provide suitable housing expected by the UK.

Dr Éanna Nolan is Head of BRE Ireland.

For more information 
Éanna Nolan, email nolane@bre.co.uk

1 NHBC seminar series ‘Building for tomorrow’ March 2000 Introductory talk 
by Peter Watton, NHBC.

2 English House Condition Survey.

Leading a sustainable business 

Building a successful, sustainable business requires a new 
type of leadership approach. To provide business leaders 
with the insights they need for this, BRE, which has been  
at the forefront of built environment sustainability for many 
years, is joining forces with Inspire Performance, a pioneer 
in the application of business psychology. They have 
developed a new training course, ‘Leading a sustainable 
business – the business leaders’ programme’.

The programme brings together leading models from 
sustainability and psychology theory to develop a unique 
approach to the performance of organisations, called 
‘integrated thinking’. It recognises that the full benefits of 
sustainability cannot be gained through piecemeal actions 
that tack on sustainability elements here and there. 
Sustainability must be integrated throughout the business’ 
activities – an approach that needs direction from those 
making the decisions. 

 
‘�Climate change presents a unique challenge for 
economics: it is the greatest and widest-ranging 
market failure ever seen.’ 
Lord Nicholas Stern, The Stern Review on the Economics  
of Climate Change, October 2006.

The pressures, ...  
Few businesses are unaware of the pressures to be more 
sustainable. They receive a constant flow of information, 
new regulations and calls to adopt good practice. There 
are ever increasing demands from legislators, influence 
groups, customers, colleagues and communities. 
These pressures reflect the growing concerns about the 
impacts of sustainability issues – particularly climate 
change. For example, in his review of the Economics of 
Climate Change, Lord Stern predicted that a 2 to 3 degree 
rise in temperature could slow global economic output by 
3% per year. 

While most businesses now recognise 
the importance of sustainability, there 
are still too few gaining the benefits  
of operating in a sustainable way. 
Sustainability has to be integrated 
throughout a business’ practices to be 
fully effective – this is unlikely to happen 
unless those at the top of the business 
take the lead. 

Chris Broadbent reports on a new 
training course designed particularly  
for business leaders. 

Leading a  
sustainable business 

A small selection of corporate initiatives and regulatory 
actions related to sustainability is shown above.

complexities ... 
In addition to these pressures business leaders must deal 
with the complexities of sustainability and the multitude  
of issues involved. 

For example, in a recent survey of 1500 major corporations 
the manufacturing sector cited temperature changes, 
flooding, water shortages and change in local weather 
patterns as significant physical risks. Water supply was 
cited as a critical risk by the raw material and utilities 
sector. The list of impacts and sectors, of course, does  
not end there and their indirect effects will also affect  
all markets. 

and benefits.  
Improving sustainability is not only about countering 
negative impacts on the environment. It is also about 
improving a business’ use of resources, reducing its costs, 
and meeting the expectations of its employees, 
shareholders, supply chains and society for an ethically 
run business. 

Taking the lead 
Yet, while many organisations consider sustainability at 
some level, there are few that have truly integrated it into 
their businesses. It may be that given the scope of the 
issues and their often global nature, many business leaders 
believe there is little they can effectively do. But those that 
are prepared to introduce a different type of leadership 
can make a real difference to both their business 
performance and the environment. 

The new ‘Leading a sustainable business’ programme will 
do more than help businesses comply with sustainability 
regulations. It will enable them to adopt an approach in 
which doing the right things well is integrated into the 
business routine. 

The programme also focuses on using innovation to improve 
processes and create more value for fewer resources, and  
on taking responsibility for people and communities – which 
leads to good relationships with staff, customers and local 
people, and in turn to mutual benefits.

Gaining a full understanding 
A key goal will be to give delegates a full understanding  
of sustainability in a business context – and its links with 
better business performance. 

Business leaders may often feel that they are swamped 
with information on the environment, carbon emissions, 
climate change, resource efficiency, waste and so on.  
This programme aims to give them the tools they need  
to prioritise this information, discount irrelevant issues, 
distinguish opportunities from threats, and recognise  
solid facts amongst the exaggerated hype and 
‘greenwash’ that surrounds this issue. 

By understanding how business activities and investments 
are affected by sustainability issues such as climate 
change, businesses have the opportunity to integrate 
sustainable practices that will deliver real cost savings, 
reduced business risk, continuity of supply, increased 
shareholder value and business advantage. 

Leadership decisions made today will affect the 
organisations of tomorrow. There is no better time  
for business leaders to influence our futures to ensure  
they are sustainable. 

Chris Broadbent is Director of BRE Training.

For more information 
BRE Training, 01923 664829, email train@bre.co.uk,  
visit www.bre.co.uk/leaders
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