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Design quality
Delivering good-quality design and construction 
is fundamental to policies on the built environment.
CABE’s remit from government is to encourage and
lobby for excellent designs for buildings and open
spaces. Advice on how to evaluate design and 
many case study examples can be found in CABE’s
publication series, Design reviewed.

Good design is not merely a question of an
approved contemporary ‘style’; it can confer 
greatly enhanced value to the finished project. By
emphasising design quality you will challenge the
members of the design team to use all their creative
talent to deliver a design that offers more the client,
the users of the building, the wider community and
the public realm. Good design can dissolve the
public’s natural ‘Schwellenangst’, as identified by
Jennie Lee more than 50 years ago, that is, the fear
of crossing the threshold into an arts building.

There is more on design quality in section 1.8
[page 24] and considerations of quality also inform
considerations of sustainability (1.11 [page 28]) and
accessibility (1.9 [page 25]). Maintaining quality in
the face of value engineering is covered in section
3 [page 36], 6.1 [page 51] and 8.4 [page 64]. Chinese Arts Centre,

Manchester

The ‘shop window’ is intended to
entice passers-by to enter. There
is no tradition of gallery-going in
China, and so questions of access
and visibility were highly important
in the design process.
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design quality

http://www.cabe.org.uk/default.aspx?contentitemid=2682
http://www.cabe.org.uk/searchresults.asp?fFilter=p&fSearchType=Publications&fQuery=design+reviewed&x=0&y=0
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Sustainability
Good design delivers environmentally sustainable
buildings.

Sustainability should be integral to the vision for any
capital project. It will not be enough to simply attach
‘environmentally friendly’ devices to a ‘business as
usual’ design as the full effect of the European
energy performance of buildings directive is realised
in UK legislation (see section 1.11 [page 28]). 

Careful thought should be given to minimising
embodied energy in construction and materials 
and most particularly to minimising life-long energy
consumption, its cost and associated carbon
emissions. Cooling is becoming more significant
than heating in our warming environment. What will
constitute comfort in your arts building? What will
the acceptable temperature be in your auditoria,
foyers, galleries and exhibition spaces? Naturally
achieved environments are less immediately
controllable and tend to enjoy greater temperature
fluctuations. Some argue that such environments 
are healthier and more stimulating. 

Maintenance and replacement of equipment and
materials also contribute to lifecycle costs and the
overall carbon footprint. Floor finishes have been
found to be particularly significant. Research has
shown that quality in these areas is often threatened
in budget reviews (value engineering), particularly 
in the later project stages as contingencies are
expended and savings are sought. 

This subject is discussed in sections 1.11 [page
28], 6.3 [page 54], 7.4 [page 63], 8.4 [page 64],
10.4 [page 72] and appendices I [page 74]
and II [page 77].

sustainability
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Within and around a healthy arts organisation will be
many people with a genuine interest in the project.
These people will include staff and other users as
well as visitors. The consultation process can either
fully engage this broad constituency so that a sense
of ownership has already been created when the
building is complete, or it can accidentally alienate
significant numbers. 

Effective and wide-ranging consultation with 
all relevant parties will almost certainly rack up
aspirations beyond the attainable. Brokering these
ambitions is a critically important process which 
you should record. It is sometimes very helpful to
revisit these earlier discussions later in the process. 

It is essential to establish a decision-making
structure, and appropriate lines of communication,
internally within the organisation, and externally 
with the full consultant team. This may be formal, 
or perhaps more flexible in smaller projects. 

The formality of ‘signing off’ the design at 
regular workstage intervals is useful. It has to 
be meaningful; all the necessary parties need to
consider the proposals before agreeing to them.

These issues become even more acute when the
project is contained within a much larger project
proceeding at its own, commercially driven pace
(see section 1.7 [page 23]).

There is more on consultation with users, staff 
and stakeholders in section 1.6 [page 21], while
communication within the project team is dealt 
with in section 6 [page 51]. For communication
with staff and users as the project progresses, 
see sections 8.5 [page 66], 10.1 [page 70] and 
10.3 [page 71]. 

The ‘procurement route’ – the contractual framework
within which the construction project is realised – is
important. In the ‘traditional’ route, all parties report
to the client throughout the project. This gives the
client full control but at a potential cost: the client
bears much of the risk for the consequences of
delays and alterations to the scope of works.
Establishing the level of additional costs often 
leads to some level of conflict which can ultimately,
if not resolved quickly, escalate and be costly 
to adjudicate, destabilising your operational
planning. More modern contracts, notably the 
new engineering contract, oblige the participants 
to resolve these issues quickly as the project
proceeds. Various alternative routes have been
developed to reduce clients’ exposure but, again, at
a cost, the loss of design control. It is very important
to secure the necessary advice and be clear about
the implications of the different approaches. 

There is more on procurement in section 5
[page 47].

communication and consultation a productive procurement route
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Financial input and organisational change may be
required to give the champion the time to take on
the role. If they are still working full time on their 
‘day job’, this may be difficult.

In some cases, an outside consultant, working
freelance, may be appointed to assist with the 
more practical elements of the role. This can prove
valuable in that such consultants may be able to
bring their knowledge of similar projects to bear.

Section 2.2.2 of CABE’s Creating excellent
buildings also refers to the desirability of having a
‘design champion’, particularly in larger projects. This
person is responsible for maintaining design quality
at every stage of the process. Such a role can be
combined with the project champion role, especially
in small organisations, with you, perhaps, as the lead
client taking on this responsibility.

1.4 Be an organised client 

Building projects seem to proliferate participants
with different interests and skills that come into 
play as the workstages proceed. Throughout, it is
necessary to assemble a project team progressively
from within the organisation and from other
stakeholders and specialists, and to be clear 
in allocating responsibility. The following table
summarises roles that may be important in 
the early stages of your project. 

Not all of these roles will be necessary, appropriate
or indeed affordable in smaller projects, where 
the project champion may well take on several 
of the roles. In such cases, they will need to be
safeguarded from an impossibly heavy workload.
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Seven Stories, Newcastle 
upon Tyne

The founders of Seven Stories,
Newcastle, appointed an
experienced freelance consultant
to assist with their project, which
provided the organisation with its
first purpose-built accommodation.
He acted as a ‘grounding force’
for the visionary ideas of the
founders, though without
compromising their ambition.

an excellent team
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6 Develop design 

6.1 How will the design come to life?

RIBA workstage C, ‘concept’ (RIBA Outline plan 
of work, 2007) refers to ‘implementation of the
design brief’ and ‘preparation of additional data’. 
It envisages very outline, strategic, structural,
mechanical and electrical proposals, an outline
specification (a written account of proposed
materials, forms of construction and performance
standards for the building envelope and its key
spaces), and a preliminary cost plan.

Designers work in different ways. The concept
design will be expressed more fluidly in these 
early stages than at later stages

– in economical diagrams to explore likely options 

– in evocative concept sketches 

– ‘inside-out’ concept of the new Leicester Theatre 

– in elementary models 

– in more formal plans, elevations and sections.
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‘It is at the design
stage that most can
be done to optimise
the value of a
building’ 
National Audit Office,
Modernising construction, 2001

Conceptual location sketch by Sarah
Wigglesworth for Holton Lee

Exploratory sketch by Rafael Viñoly
exploring the ‘theatre inside-out’
concept of The Curve, Leicester

Model by Caruso St John Architects
showing part of the ground floor at
Spike Island, Bristol

design quality

communication and consultation
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6.3 Design for sustainability 

Environmental features of sustainable buildings

The design of sustainable buildings should consider
measures to: 

– reduce energy consumption and associated
emissions of carbon dioxide

– minimise the use of resources such as water 
and construction materials

– reduce the release of pollutants

– maximise the use of sustainably sourced and
recycled materials (eg timber) 

– promote sustainable travel choices through 
public transport and cycling provision

– conserve, or enhance, biodiversity. 

In terms of the design:

– the shape, form, orientation of the building, and
the sizing, positioning and design of openings
should make maximum use of natural forces such
as daylight and wind, and minimise the need for
applied energy 

– the building fabric should be highly insulated and
well sealed to prevent unwanted heat losses by
conduction and by unwanted air infiltration
including draughts 

– the placing and quantity of glass in the external
walls should be carefully considered in terms of
avoiding excessive heat gains in summer and 
heat losses in winter

– global warming, magnified by the urban heat
island effect in London and other cities means 

that design assumptions about external
temperatures should be carefully reviewed 

– however, mechanical cooling and air conditioning
are very energy intensive and costly to run, so
investigate passive options 

– use efficient lighting, heating and ventilation
technologies, complete with control and metering
systems that encourage and support efficient energy
and environmental management practices and
minimise consumption of fuel, power and water

– components, materials and systems should be
chosen to minimise environmental impact and
protect biodiversity. 

The focus needs to be not just on the initial capital
costs, but on so-called ‘whole-life value’ – that is,
looking beyond the initial capital cost to take into
account future maintenance and running costs. 
To do so will involve winning commitment from all
stakeholders, including designers and contractors.

Delivering sustainable buildings in practice requires
focus and determination.

Designs should be careful not to over-estimate 
the expertise available on completion to manage
the building services. A building management
computer-controlled system that demands the
operator have a degree in engineering may be
unsuited to an organisation that has access to the
services of a part-time caretaker to run it. Simple
systems that automatically switch off when not
needed are often best.

Sustainable measures are often the victim of
budget-cutting exercises. Hang on to your vision.
See Appendix I [page 74] for a more detailed
checklist.
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8 Construction 

8.1 Mobilisation and construction

As soon as the successful contractor is appointed
there will be intense discussion between the project
manager, the cost consultants, the design team and
the contractor about the actions necessary to allow
the contractor to take possession of the site, your
site. From that moment the contractor has
jurisdiction over the site and you will need
permission to enter and view progress, which 
may seem a little peculiar. 

If the work is to your existing premises and 
you are remaining in part of them, as many arts
organisations find themselves doing, you will need 
to be closely involved in planning for protection 
and isolation of ways in and out of the building,
deliveries and fire escape routes. These may change
sequentially if the project proceeds through several
phases. Main services may need to be switched 
off periodically.

You need to be fully informed of the cycle of
payments to be made against certificates confirming
the amount of work completed to date. The cost
consultant will be able to provide you with predicted
cash flow. The rate of spend will not be constant
and gives a good indication of real progress on site.

8.2 Consultation

Your staff and colleagues need to be kept up to 
date about the physical works and disruption,
changes in plan, and progress.

Physical reconstruction is sometimes associated
with organisational restructuring, either voluntary or
involuntary. Everyone with a stake in the organisation
will be anxious.

8.3 The construction programme

The preparation and status of the programme can 
be contentious. Additional payments can be argued
for on the basis of certain kinds of delay, arguably
client-induced in some way. A spirit of over-optimism
quite often inhabits construction programmes until
close to the end date.

Within the programme, certain sequences of work
will be essential in order to achieve progress. It is
possible to identify them and connect them into a
‘critical path’. Construction programmes can become
very complex diagrams even for relatively small
projects. Ask for an executive summary organised 
for your needs, the completion of phases and the
return of refurbished spaces, within which activity
can restart.

8.4 Value management 

It is custom and practice to produce monthly 
cost reports. These will be assembled by the cost
consultant after meetings with the contractor and 
an inspection of the works.

There will be a prediction of out turn cost, based 
on the pluses and minuses in the cost of works to

communication and consultation

a clear vision

design quality

sustainability
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being informed

8.5 Communications

It’s vital to maintain communication within the
construction team and with staff and other
stakeholders.

– Programme regular meetings with your project
team to keep you as client informed, usually after
the monthly cost report is completed. 

– Walk the site regularly.

– Resist the temptation to change the design unless
it is essential, and investigate the consequences
carefully with your consultants before they instruct
‘variations’.

– Listen to any negative comments from senior
people in the organisation, from donors, sponsors
and the press, and explain your vision again.

– Be available if rapid response is needed.

– Monitor the programme timetable, expenditure 
and build quality through your professional team.

– Let staff, and other user groups, if relevant, know
how the project is going.

– Communicate any significant changes to relevant
people in your organisation.

– Enjoy the process of seeing the project come 
to light.

– Help create good spirits for the whole project
team and the contractors.

– Invite the construction team to your organisation’s
events.

– Send out press releases to local newspapers 
and radio/TV stations, and arts journals 
at key stages of the process.

– Stage events, for example the ‘topping out’
ceremony, with press coverage.

– Arrange completion events for project team 
and contractors before the formal opening.

being informed

communication and consultation
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Appendix I

Sustainable design checklist of issues 
to consider
Transport 

– Travel plan – Transport to arts facilities may be 
a major source of environmental impact. Has a
travel plan been prepared to encourage more
sustainable forms of transport? Will information be
provided to staff and users about bus routes and
other sustainable forms of transport? Will financial
incentives be used to encourage staff to cycle 
to work?  

– Cycle paths and safe routes – Is the facility
accessible by safe cycle paths? And/or are quiet
streets that give access to the facility adequately
signposted, and are there road markings and
cycle-friendly road layouts to encourage users 
to cycle to the facility?  

– Measures to encourage cycling – Will simple
measures to encourage cycling to the facility by
staff be provided, such as covered cycle parking
and the provision of one or more staff showers? 

Site appraisal and renewable energy 

– Site features and potential – Has the site 
been assessed for its ecological value and its
microclimate to ensure the shape and planning 
of the building make best use of daylight, solar
gains, wind and landscaping to enhance building
performance, reduce reliance on mechanical
services for heating, lighting and ventilation, 
and provide sheltered entrances? 

– Exploiting neighbouring opportunities – Are
there opportunities to connect to a local district
heating scheme or share the outputs from a
combined heat and power plant with other
adjacent buildings?  

– Combined heat and power – Has the potential 
for combined heat and power been examined? 

– Wind power – Has the feasibility of using wind
power to generate electricity been examined?  

– Photo-voltaic panels – Has the potential of 
photo-voltaic panels been examined?  

– Solar-thermal panels – Have solar thermal panels 
for pre-heating hot water been studied for their
feasibility? 

– Ground source heat pumps – Has the feasibility 
of using heat pumps to extract heat from the
ground been examined? 

– Rainwater harvesting and use of grey water – 
Has the feasibility of rainwater harvesting been
investigated? Can grey water be filtered, treated
and recycled?  

– Conserving water run-off – Has surface water 
run-off been designed in ways that help to
conserve water and follow best practice for
sustainable urban drainage systems – for example
by channelling water from paving, roofs and
pitches to soakaways, balancing ponds or existing
watercourses? 

Protecting and enhancing biodiversity 

– Assessing plants and wildlife – Have statutory
and non-statutory nature conservation
organisations been consulted? Have specific
surveys of plants and wildlife been undertaken by

sustainability
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persuading them to put people’s
needs first. We show public
sector clients how to commission
buildings that meet the needs 
of their users. And we seek to
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spaces. Advising, influencing and
inspiring, we work to create well-
designed, welcoming places.

Building excellence in the arts – a guide
for clients is a new resource for anyone
procuring arts buildings, from minor
remodelling projects through to entirely
new buildings. It is a step-by-step guide
to the procurement process, which
shares the experiences of arts clients
and illustrates with existing arts
buildings along the way. Designed to be
used online, this guide will equip clients
with the knowledge required to make
informed choices, helping them achieve
a high-quality building. It is published
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