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The housing shortage in our country requires challenge of traditional approaches from all 
stakeholders. Negative reactions to high rise merit re-examination. Could up become the new 
normal? Is high rise a way to respond to environmental concerns of flooding; a means of avoiding 
more significant erosion of the greenbelt? The UK’s homes are some of the smallest in Europe.  
Could building tall help create the space we crave? I asked the RIBA and the Council on Tall Buildings 
and Urban Habitat to consider these questions, to inform our consideration of the issue.  

Introduction

Cheesegrater (c) Martin Pettitt 2014
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Royal Institute of British Architects
Tall buildings went out of fashion in the UK after early examples failed to live up to the hopes of their 
creators and residents.  The vibrant communities and better living conditions promised by designers 
quickly evaporated and residents were left trapped on decaying sink estates.

Tight budgets and pressure to tackle a growing housing crisis meant that build quality of early schemes 
was often very poor. Leaking walls and broken lifts became the hallmark of many estates and in one tragic 
example, cutting corners led to disasters like the collapse of Ronan Point in 1968.

A lack of understanding about the social impacts of design features caused tower blocks to be a source 
for crime and anti-social behaviour. Faulty planning exacerbated these problems. Skyscrapers originally 
envisaged to allow dense living in the city were often built on cheap land skirting established cities. This 
limited residents’ access to transport, jobs, and amenities. Outsiders and newcomers feared the overbearing 
design of the tower blocks which further alienated high rise buildings from society. Where tower blocks 
were built in cities, they became notorious for their visual impacts on historic centres of British towns. 

As a result of the experiences of the 60s and 70s, high-rise living fell rapidly from grace; unpopular with 
planners and developers alike, demand was virtually non-existent for decades. Tall buildings were reserved 
for offices. However, these too were frequently perceived to be bland buildings making little contribution 
to their local environment leaving areas feeling empty and sterile.

Today, many of the 6,500 multi-storey blocks built in the 60s and 70s are being demolished or transformed. 
Lessons have been learned from what went wrong with the UK’s first attempts at building upwards and as 
a result schemes under construction today differ dramatically from their predecessors.

Park Hill in Sheffield is a case in point of how high rise buildings are being re-evaluated. It’s transformation 
from a semi-derelict estate into desirable apartments, business units and social housing has been rightly 
celebrated and was one of the six shortlisted projects for the 2013 RIBA Stirling Prize. Good design has 
helped the estate overcome some of its problems. Flats have been refurbished with higher quality materials 
and bigger windows let in more daylight. New windows now overlook exterior corridors, making them 
more sociable. Small, dark entrances have been replaced with triple-heighted atriums, and access is now 
controlled for added security. At the bottom of the blocks, shops and businesses make the approach less 
foreboding. 
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Innovative design has also helped tall buildings become better neighbours, particularly office buildings. 
Instead of taking away valuable street level space with large and unsightly service bays, high rises like the 
Cheesegrater feature open public space, allowing the public to pass through the space.  Elevator shafts and 
other functional elements have been turned into architectural features. At their best, these building don’t 
obstruct historic vistas, but enhance them. In the case of the Cheesegrater, its design not only gives the 
building character, but protects sightlines of St Paul’s Cathedral.

People around the world are actively choosing to live and work in taller buildings. In Montreal, tall buildings 
have been incorporated among historic and mid-rise buildings to help drive up density. This brought areas 
where people work, live and play closer to each other, making it a popular destination. People can walk and 
cycle to places more easily and rely less on their cars, creating a sustainable and healthy environment. 

Tall buildings don’t all have to be trophy assets. We need to think about the sustainability of tall buildings. 
Beyond a certain height, tall buildings lose their sustainability benefits because running costs and resource 
use become much higher. Building taller should not always be the default option, but a range of building 
types should be considered to determine the best option for an area. Many existing tall buildings can be 
redesigned to reflect what we’ve learned. By maximising retrofitting or extending the existing building 
stock, instead of demolishing and building anew, we can build more sustainable cities that work better for 
the people who live, work and visit them. 
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Council on Tall Buildings and Urban Habitat
High-rise residential developments built during the 60s and 70s in the post-war period have had an 
enduring negative legacy on the perception of high-density and high-rise residential living. Whilst these 
developments were laudable for their social aspirations they failed to deliver on their promises of creating 
new, utopian spaces for society. Apart from a distinct and valuable architectural legacy they failed in their 
central aim to create socially sustainable and aspirational living spaces that endured. 

In order to ensure that contemporary and future high-rise residential developments do not succumb to 
similar fates, intelligent approaches to their development and life cycle are vital. In the UK there isn’t a 
strong legacy, or tradition of high-rise residential living. The development of UK specific standards that 
learn from the world’s best examples, that  understand the failures of the past and that are mindful of the 
unique nature of UK society, would lay firmer foundations for sustainable future high rise developments in 
this country. 

Outside of the building itself the unique character of UK cities requires a sensitive approach to the ways 
that high-rise residential is incorporated into the built fabric. The podium developments of the 60s and 
70s are largely incongruous with the historic urban fabric of UK cities, and their development often further 
fragmented the urban fabric. Looking at methods of sensitively incorporating high-rise residential into 
these fabrics through nuanced design approaches that aim to blend the new and old together in sensitive 
ways, whilst not over-sentimentalising traditional styles and materials to the detriment of modern building 
techniques, and architectural innovation and novelty that is a hallmark of successful urbanism. Avoiding 
the isolated podium towers of the 60s and 70s is paramount to creating a more human interaction with 
the buildings. The notion of human scale should also be extended to the design of the street frontages of 
the buildings.

Sympathetic social considerations: A key failure of the 60s and 70s was the imagined society that 
would inhabit the futuristic and utopian architecture did not necessarily reflect the realities of society. 
Their isolationist and brutal forms did not suit the people who were to live there. Overcoming the often 
socially isolating structure of high rise residential developments requires an understanding of the spatial 
arrangement of component of the building, from the living spaces, through to the spaces that connect 
them together and social spaces that are incorporated into the building. Understanding how these 
function together and can be designed so they do so harmoniously and adaptably will require significant 
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effort but has the potential to ensure that they are sustainable as social spaces as well as living spaces. The 
integration of multiple uses, such as commercial and retail,that are not simply tacked on but planned in 
conjunction with the residential spaces, potentially linking certain residential units to the non-residential 
units , could create important social dynamics that sustain the buildings’ vitality in important ways, that 
contribute to its sense of place and function within the urban setting.  

The adaptability of buildings is also of paramount concern when thinking about life cycles and enduring 
relevance. Aiming to design buildings with potential for the uses and spaces to be adapted over time as 
the local human and economic demands, and wider social demands of the built environment change can 
contribute to the fundamental sustainability of high-rise residential into the future. 

Amenity: Re-appraising what quality actually means may be necessary to achieve affordable builds that 
deliver desired levels of space, aesthetics and facilities. More functional approaches to aesthetics may be 
required that embrace the underlying structural materials of the building, together with  the utilisation 
of cheaper, mass-produced materials in innovative ways . This could permit larger residential units or 
enhanced facilities in the buildings for the residents; in other words, amenity.

The interaction between the building and the public space surrounding it is one area of quality that 
receives relatively little attention yet the interfaces between building and their surroundings inform the 
experience of the building for both the inhabitants and the public, inform opinions about high-rise 
residential developments. 

Amenity space can be conceived as running through the building at multiple scales from the balcony, 
to hallways, to communal spaces and outside into the space around the building. Acknowledging 
the relationships between these types of amenity spaces and how they can work together as a whole 
continuum will allow the quality of the amenity spaces to be enhanced by thinking of them collectively 
and planning them in a joined up way. In the shared amenity spaces a sense of ownership and participation 
are useful in fostering a sense of ownership of the spaces. This can be brought about through residents 
being in charge of certain aspects of the amenity space management and maintenance, and allowing 
flexibility in their uses so residents can define the kind of amenity that they are looking for. Through 
creating the sense of ownership and collective participation in the building more active engagement with 
other residents could be brought about. This in itself will contribute to an important aspect of quality that 
if is often neglected in residential building development, social amenity and participation. 

This is an extract from a longer article from the Council. Please visit www.dacbeachcroft.com for the full version.
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RIBA
The Royal Institute of British Architects champions better buildings, communities and the environment 
through architecture and our members. We provide the standards, training, support and recognition that 
put our members – in the UK and overseas – at the peak of their profession. With government, we work 
to improve the design quality of public buildings, new homes and new communities.

Council on Tall Buildings and Urban Habitat
The Council on Tall Buildings and Urban Habitat is a not-for-profit organisation, founded in 1969 in 
Chicago and is the world’s leading resource for professionals focussed on all aspects of designing, creating 
and operating tall buildings and future cities. CTBUH has an Asian office at Tongji University, Shanghai, and 
a research office at Iuav University, Venice, Italy. CTBUH facilitates the exchange of the latest knowledge 
available on tall buildings around the world through publications, research, events, working groups, web 
resources, and its extensive network of international representatives.

Crispin Tomlinson
Head of Residential Real Estate at DAC Beachcroft

Tel: + 44 (020) 7894 6488

DAC Beachcroft’s Real Estate team of 135 lawyers includes a dedicated 
specialist residential group with strength and depth in five centres 
around the country. Over 40 years’ experience of acting for residential 
developers has given us an in-depth understanding of the opportunities 
and challenges facing the sector. We provide a comprehensive service, 
from strategy to sale, providing advice on a wide range of “business as 
usual” and complex matters concerning luxury, student, private rented 
and social housing accommodation. 
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