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A  W O R D  O N  D A T A  B I A S

A common definition of data bias is the disproportionate weight in favour or against an idea or thing 
caused by the available data not being representative of the group that the data purports to represent. 
When considering data bias in the housing lifecycle it is worth considering the following:

• Bias caused through selection bias – where the target audience is not reached, and observer  
bias – often when the wrong questions are asked, typically this occurs at consultation stage

• Bias ingrained in algorithms that act as gatekeepers to services such as mortgages and car 
insurance. For example, car insurance for someone named Mohammed could cost as much as 
£1,000 more than someone with identical details, except for their name1.

• As well as a more explicit bias in the housing lifecycle. For example, five of England’s leading  
letting agents actively discriminate against tenants on housing benefit2.

1 The Sun, “Motorists fork out £1,000 more to insure their cars if their name is 
Mohammed,” 22 January 2018. [Online]. Available: https://www.thesun.co.uk/ 
motors/5393978/insurance-race-row-john-mohammed/

2 Shelter, “’No DSS’: Five leading letting agents risk breaking discrimination law,” 22 August 
2018. [Online]. Available: https://england.shelter.org.uk/media/press_releases/articles/ 
no_dss_five_leading_letting_agents_risk_breaking_discrimination_law



3

We are all capable of bias, and usually without even thinking about it. It’s tough to make sure 
that we are fair and inclusive in everything we do, but it is only by talking about this subject 
that we can shine a light on inequality and then try to make positive change.

And that’s the reason we have created this report. We want to widen the discussion about 
where decision making in the built environment can be improved and be more inclusive – 
particularly in housing and transportation and the wider sphere of urban regeneration. 

Of course, there has always been inequality, but I’ve been surprised by the many types of bias 
and exclusion I’ve encountered in my recent researches while compiling this report. 

We’ve come across examples that run through the whole housing lifecycle – starting with 
community consultation, we know that traditional methods using meetings and questionnaires 
do not reach all parts of the community. In planning, very often the approach does not embrace 
the needs or desires of a diverse population, and we have seen that it’s much more difficult to 
get planning permission for home improvements in poor areas than rich ones. Housing design 
itself is often not suitable for all parts of a diverse community which is likely to range from young 
people setting out on their own, to multigenerational households, disabled and elderly people. 
To add to this, the ‘race disparity audit’ conducted for Theresa May when she was Prime Minister 
revealed disparity in ownership – some two in three white British householders own their home 
compared with two in five householders from any other ethnic group.

Some of the most surprising examples I’ve encountered are to do with bias that’s built into 
artificial intelligence and digital algorithms. In this supposedly neutral arena, it can be harder 
to get a mortgage or household insurance if you have a name that’s associated with an ethnic 
minority group. Bias has also been detected in these areas of financial services based on 
gender and age.

The facts around bias are clearly depressing and the impacts are highly restricting for large 
numbers of people. There are many challenges ahead, but there are also many inspiring 
people and groups who are already dedicated to making a positive difference.

In this report we have brought together conversations with a selection of inspiring people 
and groups living and working in and around Bristol who are all involved in making fairer, 
better integrated and more inclusive communities. This research is not intended to be 
comprehensive; we set out to offer a glimpse of some of the great work that’s going on, 
and hope that this is the launching pad for further discussions with all stakeholders including 
decision makers, planners and policy advisors on route to building a more inclusive approach 
to community development.

Zoe Metcalfe 
Director, Arup 

I N T R O D U C T I O N

BIAS AND 
THE BUILT ENVIRONMENT

ZOE METCALFE, ARUP
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DATA BIAS AND 
THE HOUSING LIFECYCLE

Bias usually occurs where questions remain unasked. It can be 
consciously divisive, but is most often the result of habitual 
behaviour and thinking, while the world changes around us. 
Equality and inclusiveness require effort and compassion in 
recognising people’s different needs and then action to redress 
the balance. 

Below, we provide a snapshot of the current housing lifecycle, 
from consultation through planning and on to access and use. 
Combined with data on the outcomes produced, it paints a 
picture of data bias against some socio-economic groups across 
the lifecycle; one where bias becomes more deeply entrenched 
as the cycle progresses, creating further disengagement and 
reinforcing initial bias. 

1 A. Ram, “AI risks replicating tech’s ethnic minority bias across business,” 31 May 2018. 
[Online]. Available: https://www.ft.com/content/d61e8ff2-48a1-11e8-8c77-ff51caedcde6

2 Knowle West Media Centre, “We Can Make: Civic Innovation in Housing,” 16 October 
2017. [Online]. Available: https://issuu.com/knowlewestmedia/docs/wecanmake

3 F. Elahi, “Even in diverse British cities like Bristol and Manchester, ethnic minorities are 
still at a disadvantage,” 30 January 2017. [Online]. Available: https://www.citymetric.com/
politics/even-diverse-british-cities-bristol-and-manchester-ethnic-minorities-are-still-
disadvantage

4 Shelter, “’No DSS’: Five leading letting agents risk breaking discrimination law,” 22 August 
2018. [Online]. Available: https://england.shelter.org.uk/media/press_releases/articles/
no_dss_five_leading_letting_agents_risk_breaking_discrimination_law

5 BBC News, “Bank of mum and dad ‘one of UK’s biggest mortgage lenders’,” 27 August 
2019. [Online]. Available: https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-49477404.

6 European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA), “Being black in the EU often 
means racism, poor housing and poor jobs,” 28 November 2018. [Online]. Available: 
https://fra.europa.eu/en/press-release/2018/being-black-eu-often-means-racism-poor-
housing-and-poor-jobs

Initial bias deepens and 
entrenches as the cycle 

progresses; groups become 
further disengaged and 

outcomes worsen

SNAPSHOT OF THE CURRENT HOUSING LIFECYCLE

Initial data bias is 
caused by a range of 
different statistical biases 

Artificial intelligence is generating, sustaining, 
and potentially deepening racial, ethnic and gender 
discrimination and it is increasingly tied to the 
distribution of goods and services in society…  
Many engineers who are working with  
AI often do not understand with  
nuance the social ramifications  
of their projects.1

Planning applications from Knowle West are twice 
as likely to be rejected than those from Clifton.2

Ethnic minorities account for up to 
40% of all homelessness despite being 

14% of the total population.3

Five of England’s leading letting 
agents actively discriminate against 
tenants on housing benefit.4

Parents spend so much money 
to get their children onto the 

housing ladder that they are now 
among the biggest lenders in the 

UK.  Collectively parents have given 
£6.3bn, high enough to rank the bank 

of mum and dad 10th if it was a mortgage 
lender.5

In the EU, 15% black people own 
property compared to 70% of 
EU’s general population.6

CONSULTATION  
& ENGAGEMENT

ACCESS
& USE

PLANNING  
& BUILD

Initial bias deepens and 
entrenches as the cycle 

progresses; groups become 
further disengaged and 

outcomes worsen
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However, the perspectives gathered in this publication are 
mapped onto the second lifecycle graphic. This illustrates a more 
virtuous circle, one in which new approaches to consultation and 
engagement help combat data bias at the outset, and go on to 
be reinforced with new approaches to citizen-led development 
and housing design. 

We hope that these graphics lay bare the extent of data bias in 
the current housing lifecycle, as well as providing an uplifting 
overview of how new approaches – such as those featured in this 
publication – can have a positive impact on inclusiveness and 
equality across the housing lifecycle.

SNAPSHOT OF THE POTENTIAL HOUSING LIFECYCLE  
WITH NEW APPROACHES

Putting social fabric at the  
heart of housing design (p12)

Affordable housing that brings 
groups together (p13)

Urban living for the  
older generation (p14)

ACCESS
& USE

Creative approaches to 
consultation and engagement 
to reach your audience (p6)

Tailored consultation 
and engagement to 
reach excluded or 
underrepresented 
groups (p7)

A pioneering-approach  
to citizen-led development (p10)

Integration research – how 
Bristol’s citizens and communities 
share spaces and move around 
the city (p8)

PLANNING  
& BUILD

CONSULTATION  
& ENGAGEMENT

Tackling data bias to more 
accurately reflect society’s 
wants and needs across the 
lifecycle, leading to better 
outcomes and positively 
reinforcing engagement
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“Our motto is ‘we hate questionnaires’.” That’s the message 
from Malcolm Hamilton, creative director of the Bristol-based 
organisation called Mufti Games which uses the ‘power of play’ 
to tackle big issues. Along with working in areas such as adoption 
support and tackling flytipping, Mufti also provides innovative 
approaches to community consultation. “We use a playful 
approach to break down barriers, engage people, make complex 
issues accessible and therefore make consultation more democratic 
to overcome any bias,” explains Malcolm, who is a former actor.
 
One recent commission for Mufti was to find out from local people 
their responses to proposals for the Hengrove and Whitchurch 
Park Neighbourhood Plan. The former Whitchurch airfield site was 
earmarked by Bristol City Council for redevelopment to provide 
2000 new homes and an upgrade of  
the existing public park. “A letter had been sent out to around 
7000 people and response rates were very low, so the local 
planning forum approached us for ideas to experiment with 
creative ways of engaging a broader audience,” explains Malcolm.

After talking with representatives of the forum, Malcolm and 
the Mufti team learned about the old airfield which provided 
the spark for their consultation approach. “We created an 
‘engagement plane’ – literally a large model plane, on wheels 
that could be written on with chalk and which had huge astroturf 
wings. It was a funny looking thing, but very eye catching.”  
The plane then got ‘flown’ round to different neighbourhood 
locations to be used as a talking point. Malcolm calls this 
proactive approach the ‘power of provocation.’ These locations 
included the local car boot sale, local shopping precinct, leisure 
centre and local schools. “It was a great conversation starter,” 

says Malcolm. “People came over to us because they were 
curious about the plane, then at the same time we were able to 
show them models of the proposals and get their thoughts and 
comments. It was very hands on, they could write on the plans 
and move parts of the models to see how the plans might work.”

Mufti also ran workshops in schools talking to over 200 students. 
“The kids were great and really got involved. Their comments 
have helped to shape the future park,” Malcolm continues. It’s 
a well-known spot because it’s where the hot air balloons land 
during the famous Bristol International Balloon Fiesta. “Some of 
the best ideas came when the kids imagined how they would get 
to the park and use it. They pointed out that there were a couple 
of narrow alleyways that they would find frightening, and they 
were also concerned that their mums wouldn’t be able to keep 
an eye on them. All of this good information got fed back to the 
neighbourhood forum.”

Following on from this, in a local referendum, the plan was voted 
in at over 70 per cent. The turnout for voting was over 20 per 
cent, which for an urban planning referendum is a significant 
success and proved a successful community engagement with 
the process.

C O M M U N I T Y  R E S E A R C H  A N D  C O N S U L T A T I O N

FLYING HIGH 
WITH MUFTI

MUFTI GAMES

“ Working with Mufti Games on consultation for neighbourhood 
planning was a huge benefit to the Hengrove and Whitchurch Park 
project and plan development. Mufti Games push the boundaries 
of planning consultation, with activities and visuals that attract 
comment and interaction from everyone!”

 Liz Beth MRTPI, Neighbourhood Planning Consultant, LB Planning  
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The tide is turning away from the traditional ‘tick-box’ approach 
to community consultation. Where the familiar route used to 
be based around long lists of questions, it’s now very much 
about an extended conversation, building mutual trust, listening 
and responding. “The approach is rooted in more active 
engagement,” says Chiara Lodi, Policy and Research Officer  
for the Bristol-based Black South West Network (BSWN).  
The organisation engages with black, Asian and minority ethnic 
(BAME) people throughout Bristol using research to build and 
ensure race equality on the South West. “We aim to be the 
bridge that connects the community with the local authority and 
other decisionmakers. And key to everything we do is making 
sure we listen well and feed back to communities, so they know 
their voices are being heard.”
 
It is certainly the case that many communities have suffered from 
consultation fatigue, regularly being asked questions, but not so 
regularly seeing positive responses.
 
“Feedback and action are critical to keeping people engaged,” 
says Chiara. “For example, in one recent piece of research into 
local businesses, people identified the need for better networks, 
so we have launched a professional BAME business network.  
But it doesn’t stop there. For example, when there was a demand 
for a better understanding of financial services, we facilitated 
that too. And we will go on responding to needs and creating 
solutions.”

One major project that got underway summer 2019 is a piece 
of research entitled Black & Minority Ethnic Housing in Bristol: 
Needs and Aspirations. “We need to find solutions to the housing 
emergency, but the first step is to understand the situation as it 
is now,” explains Chiara, adding that the last significant piece of 
research in this topic was more than a decade ago. The BSWN 
two-step approach is multifaceted including in the first phase, 

printed and online surveys, face-to-face interviews and focus 
groups, and then, for the second phase, greater debate about 
the potential solutions. The research will explore many of the 
specific challenges facing Bristol residents and will range from 
issues of gentrification to creating housing that’s suited to multi-
generational living.
 
“Not surprisingly, many people are hesitant about providing lots 
of information in questionnaires about their homes and housing 
needs – it is very personal, and questions can feel invasive,” 
says Chiara. “That’s why our approach is always to go into the 
communities, hear what they have to say and how they can 
influence future development. We are in an unusual position 
from many research bodies, because we know our communities 
well and have long-running conversations on many different 
topics.” 
 
The housing research is continuing until around the end of 2019 
and an interim report highlighting initial findings and trends is 
planned for October 2019.

C O M M U N I T Y  R E S E A R C H  A N D  C O N S U L T A T I O N

BME HOUSING IN BRISTOL: 
NEEDS AND ASPIRATIONS

BLACK SOUTH WEST NETWORK

“ Not surprisingly, many people are hesitant about providing lots 
of information in questionnaires about their homes and housing 
needs – it is very personal, and questions can feel invasive. That’s 
why our approach is always to go into the communities, hear what 
they have to say and how they can influence future development.”

 Chiara Lodi, Policy and Research Officer,  
Black South West Network  
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A unique new research project led by the University of Bristol 
(UoB) that started in October 2019 has begun exploring how 
Bristol’s citizens and communities share spaces and move around 
the city. The concept for the research springs from concern 
about deepening divisions between different communities and 
other groups in the city. However, this research is not focussed 
on looking at specific communities, instead it is place based 
and looks at how integration is working, or not, in different 
neighbourhoods.
 
Called Everyday Integration, and a first of its kind in the UK, this 
two-year project starts out by collecting data to understand what 
hinders integration between communities. One key objective 
of the project is to engage community partners, policymakers 
and academics in collaborative research to co-produce a locally 
grounded, evidence-based Integration Strategy for Bristol. 
This will form the basis for the Integration Toolkit which will be 
shared with other cities nationally as a flexible set of principles, 
methodologies, and insights to inform other locally driven 
approaches to integration across the UK.
 
“Integration is the key word,” says Professor Jon Fox from 
UoB’s School of Sociology, Politics and International Studies 
who is leading the project. “Initially we thought of titles such 
as Everyday Cohesion and Everyday Inclusion, but then we 
decided that Everyday Integration exactly hit the spot. It is 
important that we challenge the way this type of discussion is 
usually approached. We view integration as a process involving 
everyone, not just immigrants and ethnic minorities,” he says. 
“Integration is about making it possible for everyone to come 
together.”

Jon continues, “This project is an attempt to shift debate on 
integration from its top-down immigrant focus, to a more 
inclusive, local, bottom-up approach which brings people 
together in the routine contexts of their everyday lives.”
 
Researchers will look at how people move around the city  
and share spaces; their experiences of precarious work and  
its consequences for integration; where and how citizens  
engage with decision-making forums; and how Bristolians  
learn about and interact with people from different backgrounds, 
communities and lifestyles.
Public transport links have already been identified as barriers to 

integration, for example journey times from Lawrence Weston to 
the city centre currently take over an hour due to a circuitous bus 
route via Avonmouth. Part of the research will include flash focus 
groups speaking with passengers on buses and collecting data 
using GPS logs to map how people move across the city. There 
will also be interviews with Uber drivers to gain an understanding 
of the impact of precarious labour. 
 
The university project has attracted a £960,000 grant from the 

Economic and Social Research Council to improve integration 
across Bristol. University researchers are working with the Mayor’s 
Office at Bristol City Council and almost thirty community 
partners including Ashley Community Housing, Black South 
West Network, Up Our Street and Voscur.
 
“We hope to learn more about existing best practice, as well  
as the barriers faced by some citizens to establish a strategy  
to improve integration in Bristol and other cities,” says Jon.

C O M M U N I T Y  R E S E A R C H  A N D  C O N S U L T A T I O N

A TALE OF HOW WE 
GET ALONG TOGETHER

UNIVERSITY OF BRISTOL

“ This project is an attempt to shift debate on integration from its 
top-down immigrant focus, to a more inclusive, local, bottom-up 
approach which brings people together in the routine contexts of 
their everyday lives. We hope to learn more about existing best 
practice, as well as the barriers faced by some citizens to establish 
a strategy to improve integration in Bristol and other cities,”

 Professor Jon Fox, School of Sociology, University of Bristol    
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A century ago, Knowle West was at the cutting edge of the 
future of housing. The 5000-home inter-war estate was designed 
on the garden-city principles of building modern council housing 
with generous gardens set in a green landscape. A century on, 
the place is pioneering a new approach to housing once again, 
this time with citizen-led development to provide hundreds of 
much-needed new homes to buy or rent.
 
“A typical route to increasing density in older estates is to 
demolish and densify, but a fresh approach in Knowle West 
means it’s possible to keep the community’s physical and social 
fabric intact and provide the new homes,” says Craig White of 
architecture practice White Design. Working in partnership with 
the arts organisation and charity Knowle West Media Centre and 
Knowle West residents, they have co-created the We Can Make 
project. Since its inception in 2016, We Can Make has brought 
local residents, artists, academics and policy makers together 
to deliver a new model for sustainable, affordable housing that 
enables communities to meet their own housing needs.
 
With one pilot home in place, and a second phase of 16 seeking 
planning approval for next spring, this innovative approach 
to new housing is gathering pace. The homes are fulfilling an 
important need on the estate where currently around 75 per cent 
of the properties are three-bed family homes. “From our work 
with Knowle West residents, we know that there’s a real shortage 
of one and two-bedroom homes,” says Craig. “A one or two-
bedroom option is ideal for elders who want to downsize or for 
young people looking for their first home.”
 
The process has been complex and has even involved drawing 
on medieval chattel law to help unravel the fine details of 
planning law and land assembly so that new homes can be built 
on land that would otherwise be unavailable. “The community 
will become the developer and the bank,” explains Craig. 
“The We Can Make approach is for development plots to 
remain part of the estate and in community ownership, with 
profits reinvested for more affordable homes, improvements 
to landscaping, and even community-owned electric buses – 
whatever local people prioritise.”
 

Vital support and advice in setting up the initiative has also come 
from Power to Change, the Nationwide Foundation, BACS 
banking organisation and Bristol City Council.
 

The project has identified the potential to create up to 350 new 
37 and 50 sq m homes on microsites around the estate, and 
White Design developed the first We Can Make modular home, 
constructed to high environmental standards using compressed 
straw panels and timber cladding.  “The panels are made in 
Bristol, delivered to site as a flatpack system and we work 
with local tradespeople to complete the assembly. Even when 
delivering affordable homes, the key to getting the finances right 
is to demonstrate a 20 per cent surplus so that the banks can 
finance the homes which cost between £75,000 and £90,000 
ready for people to move in.”
 
The success of this initiative is already evident with the test 
home being let year round on AirBnB, helping raise funds that 
are shared with Filwood Community Centre. “But it’s always kept 
available on Thursday for anyone from Knowle West to stay 
over for free and try it out for themselves,” says Craig. He adds 
that the project has received a string of enquiries from other 
communities wanting to do similar projects around Bristol  
and further afield including Manchester and Swansea.  
“Every location will have its own challenges and opportunities, 
our aim is to develop a toolkit and templates that can be  
adapted for other citizen-led affordable housing projects.”

C O M M U N I T Y - L E D  H O U S I N G

PIONEERING PEOPLE-POWERED  
DEVELOPMENT

WHITE DESIGN + KWMC

“ The community will become the developer and the bank.  
The We Can Make approach is for development plots to 
remain part of the estate and in community ownership, with 
profits reinvested for more affordable homes, improvements 
to landscaping, and even community-owned electric buses – 
whatever local people prioritise.”

 Craig White, White Design   
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The word ‘prefab’ attracts many different responses. For some 
people it means cheap post-war housing, others bask in a warm 
wave of nostalgia, but more recently prefabrication has been hailed 
as the great hope for helping to solve the housing crisis. There 
is no doubting the appeal of fast-track, factory built, beautifully 
designed modular homes. However, while much has been talked 
about prefabrication and modern methods of construction 
(MMC), there are few examples of exemplary projects. Until now.
One of the recent developments grabbing the headlines has 
been a student village created for entrepreneur James Dyson at 
his Wiltshire HQ in Malmesbury. The students attend the Dyson 
Institute for Engineering and Technology and the development 
comprises more than 50 rectangular, aluminium-clad pods 
stacked, angled and arranged in clusters in the landscape around 
a central communal hub building called The Roundhouse.
 
“When you think about what makes neighbourhoods successful, 
the social fabric is absolutely critical,” says Yasmin Al-Ani Spence, 
project architect from WilkinsonEyre which has worked with 
Dyson for more than 20 years on a range of innovative buildings. 
“In this case, we wanted to make great accommodation, but also 

to design in plenty of opportunities for social interaction, chance 
encounters and shared space. For example, the pods don’t have 
living rooms or kitchens, so students have to use the shared 
spaces in The Roundhouse where they can meet and talk with 
others. There are great views of campus life, but also every pod 
has its own front door, so people can have privacy.”
 The social life of students stretches beyond the campus too. 

“Early on in the project it was suggested that we might design  
in extra student amenities such as a hairdresser, but it seemed  
a much better idea to encourage students to get out and about 
and use amenities in the town,” Yasmin continues.

Dyson’s brief was to create accommodation that would draw 
together fresh ideas visually, structurally and in the use of materials. 
The design team explored a range of materials and modular 
construction options, eventually settling on a structure using cross-
laminated timber (CLT) panels. These are exposed internally, even 
in bathrooms. “Design quality is very high,” says Yasmin. “Students 
are intended as the main residents, but the pods are also suitable 
for use from time to time by visiting senior executives.” 

The offsite construction process included the installation of 
fitted furniture and storage, before transportation of the pods 
from Scotland to Wiltshire. Great care was exercised to ensure 
students feel a part of the wider Dyson community and are 
immersed in a positive and productive living environment. “The 
potential for this type of modular construction is huge,” says 
Yasmin. “Already in Scotland, the health service is using pods 
at people’s homes where they need intensive treatment, and 
they can serve as a temporary ward. They could be used to 
create urgently needed accommodation for homeless people, or 
perhaps as pop-up cafes and nurseries in parks, a village surgery, 
or drop-in centre. The possibilities are almost endless. Units 
can be produced on modest budgets, and the more that are 
produced the less expensive they will become.” 

I N C L U S I V E  B Y  D E S I G N

STUDENT PODS 
GET TOP MARKS

WILKINSONEYRE

“ The potential for this type of modular construction is huge. 
Already in Scotland, the health service is using pods at people’s 
homes where they need intensive treatment, and they can serve as 
a temporary ward. They could be used to create urgently needed 
accommodation for homeless people, or perhaps as pop-up cafes 
and nurseries in parks, a village surgery, or drop-in centre. The 
possibilities are almost endless.”

 Yasmin Al-Ani Spence, Director and Project Architect, WilkinsonEyre   
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I N C L U S I V E  B Y  D E S I G N

ONE SMALL STEP, 
OR A GIANT LEAP?

UNITED COMMUNITIES

As its name suggests, LaunchPad is all about venturing into  
new spheres. It’s an innovative mixed-community, affordable 
housing scheme just completed on the edge of Alexandra Park  
in Fishponds, Bristol, housing students and young people as  
well as key workers together.  
 
“The primary driver for this pilot project was to ask the question 
‘can we successfully bring different groups of young people 
together?’ United Communities is pioneering LaunchPad 
in a partnership with Bristol University Students Union, 1625 
Independent People (1625ip) and Bristol City Council along 
with support from the property industry charity LandAid. The 
shared vision is to create a diverse, supportive and sustainable 
community for young people and that by breaking down some 
of the perceptions of barriers between Bristol University and the 
wider city, it will be possible for the University to become an active 
participant in affordable housing solutions, not just for its students, 
but for other young people too. 

Inspiration has been drawn from many different sources including 
a visit to see innovative housing models in Amsterdam using 
meanwhile sites and modular homes to house a mix of students 
and refugees. “We wanted to see whether there would be  
interest in Bristol in affordable housing that brought together 
students, young people from 1625ip and young key workers such 
as nurses and teachers.  Speed was of the essence because the 
project needed to be completed and ready for the new academic 
intake in autumn this year (2019),” explains Oona Goldsworthy  
of United Communities. 
 The first step was to find a suitable plot of local authority-

owned land – and this was identified as a car park at Alexandra 
Park. The structure was constructed in a factory using modular 
building techniques and the 31 homes  form a three-storey 
block overlooking the park. “Watching the new homes being 
built in a factory setting was completely new to me,” says Oona. 
“But it is surely part of our future. From the factory to finished 
construction in Fishponds was just 12 weeks.”
 
The mix of residents is half students, one quarter from 1625ip and 
the other quarter, key workers. Their rental, which includes utility 
bills is just over £500 per month. “At 22 square metres each, the 
units are larger than most student housing, and they are built 
to  high standards, but we also are aware that the success of the 
scheme depends on good social interaction between all residents, 
so we have included communal space and outdoor space where 
people can socialise too,” says Oona. She adds that all residents 
have access to university amenities too.
 
And to support residents, additional funding has been sourced 
from the Nationwide Foundation to employ a non-resident 
LaunchPad co-ordinator three days a week. 

“ The units are larger than most student housing, and they are built 
to high standards, but we also are aware that the success of the 
scheme depends on good social interaction between all residents, 
so we have included communal space and outdoor space where 
people can socialise too.”

 Oona Goldsworthy, United Communities 
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With rising numbers of people attracted to town-centre living, 
it’s not just young residents who want to be at the heart of the 
action. “Until recently, it was usual for older people to head for 
the suburbs or countryside in retirement, but we are seeing a 
significant shift towards urban living,” says Stephen Proctor of 
architect Proctor & Matthews. “The most successful communities 
are the most diverse and that has to include people of all ages,  
so it’s essential to keep older people involved and active.”  
The practice has worked on a number of later-living 
developments including the award-winning Steepleton in  
Tetbury which features apartments built around gardens and 
design details such as internal streets to encourage interaction. 
They’ve also worked on other pocket-neighbourhood schemes  
in Cheltenham, Lichfield and further afield.
 
While the developments are tailored to older and retired people, 
the designs are conceived to promote better integration and 
interaction with the surrounding urban fabric and residents.  
“For example, we often include a spa and café or restaurant,  
and public green space too, that become an amenity shared  
with the wider community,” says Stephen. “And there are 
apartments onsite available for visiting friends and family.”
The focus on market towns is particularly interesting. “When 

people want to downshift from larger family homes, town-centre 
living becomes very attractive because of the close proximity to 
shops other amenities such as cafes, libraries, doctor’s surgeries, 
museums and galleries. Urban living can also help to counter 
isolation and loneliness experienced by many older people,” says 
Andrew Matthews, partner at Proctor & Matthews. In a couple of 
recent town-centre developments the practice created gardens 
and routes through the development sites. “These provide 
new connections across the town and also help animate the 
townscape with pedestrians walking through,” says Andrew.  
“Even if they are not very mobile, many older residents enjoy  
the buzz of town life and seeing others about their business.”
 

 

While most of the recent projects completed by Proctor  
& Matthews have featured apartment living, they have also 
designed flexible family homes ideal for multigenerational 
living. Some of the best-known examples are in the Greenwich 
Millennium Village in London where homes were designed to 
offer the option of reconfiguring spaces, and at the Smartlife 
project, March, Cambridgeshire (an initiative by English 
Partnerships, Building Research Establishment, Home Group, 
Cambridgeshire County Council and Fenlands District Council) 
and Dale Mill, Rochdale (Oldham & Rochdale HMR and English 
Partnerships), where interconnected homes offered opportunities 
for intergenerational living. “This made it comfortable for a 
family of two or three generations to live in the same property, 
but with separate front doors to provide privacy,” says Stephen.

Enlightened developer clients play an important part of making 
these new neighbourhood possible. “The quality of the schemes 
is high and, in many ways, we are not just selling a home, we 
are selling a new way of living,” says Andrew. “And there’s an 
additional bonus too; when older people can move out of 
their larger family homes, it means that stock of much-needed 
property is released back onto the market.” 

I N C L U S I V E  B Y  D E S I G N

IMPROVING WITH AGE
PROCTOR & MATTHEWS

“ The quality of the schemes is high and, in many ways, we are not 
just selling a home, we are selling a new way of living. And there’s 
an additional bonus too; when older people can move out of their 
larger family homes, it means that stock of much-needed larger 
property is released back onto the market.” 

 Andrew Matthews, Partner, Proctor & Matthews 
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