
Urban Design:
what Developers really want… 

what we’ve learned so far

Louise Thomas



Developer Roundtables

• Government ambition of 1.5m new homes in five years

• How can we help developers to deliver good ‘pieces of 
town’ not housing estates?

• What do developers see as the role of Urban 
Design in delivering better places?

• Structured roundtable discussions with 12 leading UK 
land promoters, volume housebuilders and developers

• 6+ hours of insights and recommendations for 
developers, local authorities and urban designers
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What is Urban Design?

• Urban Design makes places for people (not 
cars, etc.)

• It means designing the built environment to 
work for everyone: buildings, transport, 
public and private spaces, and nature

• Not just housing estates – new development 
well integrated in towns

• Designing a ‘piece of town’ 

‘A science and an art… logic and magic’

Good growth: estate building or town building? by Roger Evans

Paris



Urban Design:  Visions to Standards

From the Urban Design Directory, 2021/22 

Strategic (City or Sub-region)

Detailed (Plots/ Streets)

Buildings Public Realm

Visionary/ Indicative

Specific/ Regulated



What Developers said

• Urban Design is not the same as architecture 
or landscape architecture

• It is bigger than masterplanning too, telling a 
story with vision and rigour

• Works for development at all scales from 
around 40 homes to 10,000 or more

• Creates a framework for others to deliver

Part of Development 

Framework, Northstowe, 

Cambs (10,000 homes) by 

Tibbalds

Angel Yard Co-housing Plan 

(34 homes), by TOWN

‘Moving visions into viable schemes’



Urban Design increases Value

• 10-15% increased sales values 

• Better sales values than 
neighbouring sites

• Far quicker sales

• Reduced costs and borrowing

• A more focused long-term legacy 
place-based approach increases in 
value over time

‘Good design insulates 

schemes in a weaker market’
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Helps to manage Viability & Risk

• Starting at RIBA Stages 0-2 for outline 
planning applications 

• Selecting sites where possible – influencing 
land teams

• Builds relationships with local authority 
officers, and engages the public - an external 
Urban Designer is seen more favourably by 
local authorities 

• Later stages…innovation in meeting Future 
Homes Standard, and DfMA vs. being site-
specific

Stage 0: Strategic 

Definition

Stage 1: 

Preparation 

& Brief

Stage 2: 

Concept 

Design



Part of the Developer Team

• In-house or external consultants developing visions initially

• In-house Urban Design Manager sets and monitors urban 
design standards (charters, guides, codes) 

• Urban Design Manager reviews all schemes before board 
approval

• Weekly internal design reviews with the sales & commercial, 
build, land and design teams



Top Recommendations from Developers

Urban 
Designer

Adapted from 

Towards an Urban Renaissance, 

Urban Task Force, 2000 

A good Urban Designer: 

• delivers a vision – a commercially astute 
USP generator 

• is the design team lead

• brings out local character and 
knowledge in an urban or rural context 

• can challenge policy requirements to 
make land use more efficient

• can be a critical friend, an honest 
adjudicator, unafraid to challenge the 
client or the local authority



A Good Urban Designer: 

• draws up ‘short and sweet’ design 
codes - certainty and clear guidance, 
helping to streamline planning decisions

• can be a ‘design guardian’ overseeing 
the implementation of design codes, or 
through transitions in a long delivery 
period

• balances the needs of the land team, 
sales & marketing team, expectations of 
the site and future residents/ buyers

• capacity to ‘trouble-shoot’ objections 
or resolve conflicts with stakeholders 
and the wider public.

Urban 

Design

Home 

buyer

Site/ 

Place

Local

Authority

Sales 

Team

Land 

Team
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Perceptions Poll

National Urban Design Conference 2025 –
public and professional perceptions of the 
development industry:

• Recognition of key role in delivering 
market and affordable homes

• Concerns: location of new development, 
timing of facilities/ infrastructure, design 
character, integration with 
neighbourhood, size of homes

• Poor understanding: use of standard 
house types, managing supply and 
demand, shareholders’ profits

• Work not recognised: sustainable 
housing strategies



Urban Design:  Visions to Places

• Quality vs Quantity?

• London Build, 20 November 2025 
@Olympia: Good Housing starts 
with Urban Design

• Urban Design Directory 2026/7 – A 
Sourcebook for Developers

• Join future roundtable 
conversations about Urban 
Design and Quality 
louisethomas@tdrc.co.uk

mailto:louisethomas@tdrc.co.uk

