
The UK Government has set ambitious targets 
for all new homes to be zero carbon by 2016. To 
meet this target, many developers are building 
and testing exemplar low- and zero-carbon 
houses. Feedback is vital to understanding what 
consumers want and what would encourage 
investment in these types of houses. 

BRE’s Social Research Team surveyed almost 
300 consumers at the INSITE09 event and 
collected feedback on the low-carbon houses 
exhibited on BRE’s Innovation Park. The survey 
explored drivers and barriers to investment and 
how much different groups of consumers would 
expect to pay for low- and zero-carbon houses. 
These findings can be used to understand how 
best to stimulate interest and investment in the 
market while negating or removing the barriers. 
The feedback can also be used by home builders 
to assist in the development of ever-more 
appealing low-carbon homes that are designed to 
meet the needs of consumers. 

To meet the UK Government’s target for all new homes to 
be zero carbon by 2016, many developers are designing 
and testing low- and zero-carbon houses. It is therefore 
important to understand what consumers are looking 
for in a low-carbon home and what would encourage 
investment in this type of property by obtaining feedback 
from consumers on the latest demonstration houses. 
This information is vital as developers strive to design 
homes that are not only low- or zero-carbon but also 
comfortable, practical and desirable. From a developer’s 
point of view, these properties should be sought after by 
consumers and ideally they should carry a premium to 
justify the investment risk and additional cost to build. It is 
important to examine empirically how these products are 
received by the market at the demonstration stage, given 
the high costs of research and development. 
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Figure 1: The Innovation Park at BRE’s site in Watford

Box 1: Main aims of the survey

•	 Assess how the latest low-carbon homes were rated by 
respondents on a number of criteria

•	 Identify features that consumers particularly liked or 
disliked about the homes

•	 Assess how likely respondents would be to invest in a low-
carbon home

•	 Identify the drivers and barriers to investment in these 
types of houses and explore what would encourage and 
discourage consumers from investing

•	 Examine how much consumers would expect to pay for a 
low- and zero-carbon house compared with a traditionally 
constructed property 

•	 Examine the potential drivers and barriers for those in 
a position to purchase multiple properties (eg property 
managers/developers, local authorities, etc) and how much 
they would expect to pay for multiple low- or zero-carbon 
homes compared with traditionally constructed properties
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RESULTS
How do consumers rate new low-carbon 
houses?
Participants were asked to rate the demonstration houses 
on a seven-point scale ranging from 1 = Very poor to  
7 = Very good. A summary of participants’ ratings of the 
houses studied is given in Figure 3.

Over 80% of responses rated the houses overall 
as Good or Very good. Over 75% of responses rated 
the renewable energy technologies used, method of 
construction, material used, and internal appearance as 
Good or Very good. The design, external appearance 
and design of the living space were less highly rated, but 
were still rated as Good or Very good by the majority of 
respondents. The findings suggest that the low-carbon 
houses were generally highly rated by consumers. They 
also suggest that the modern appearance and design of 
some of the demonstration houses is not to everyone’s 
taste.

What do consumers particularly like and 
dislike about low-carbon houses?
Participants were asked if there was anything they 
particularly liked or disliked about the houses they had 
visited. Responses were broadly categorised into the same 
four main areas:
•	 design and layout
•	 construction
•	 internal environmental conditions
•	 technologies installed.

Some of the most frequently reported likes and dislikes 
are listed in Box 2.

In 2009, BRE’s Social Research Team collected 
consumer feedback on the latest low-carbon houses 
exhibited on BRE’s Innovation Park at its Watford site 
(see Figure 1). The main aims of the research are given in 
Box 1.

The BRE Innovation Park showcases the very latest 
designs and methods of construction with full-scale 
demonstration homes (Box 8 on page 12). The Park 
was a major feature at the INSITE09 exhibition in June 
2009. At that time, the Park included seven completed 
demonstration homes, each based on different designs 
and methods of construction. This provided an excellent 
sample of low- and zero-carbon homes, and the INSITE09 
event provided an opportunity to collect feedback from a 
large number of potential consumers. 

It is hoped that these findings can be used by the 
Government, the housing market, and other related 
organisations to understand how best to stimulate interest 
and investment while negating or removing as many 
barriers as possible. In addition, feedback could be used 
by homebuilders to help develop ever-more appealing 
low-carbon homes that meet the needs of consumers.

COLLECTING THE DATA
An interview-administered questionnaire comprising a 
mixture of closed and open questions was used to collect 
information from visitors to the Park. Participants were 
questioned able to give full and informed responses, 
they were asked to select a house or houses that they 
had recently visited and that they could remember well. 
Participants were questioned about one house at a time. 
However, if they wanted to they could provide feedback 
on more than one house. Interviews were conducted on 
each of the four days of the INSITE09 event (Figure 2).

THE PARTICIPANTS
The sample of people interviewed for this study was made 
up of INSITE09 conference and exhibition attendees. 
This included people connected with the construction 
industry, as well as local residents and students. Thus, 
the vast majority of those interviewed had an interest in 
low-carbon buildings so this sample cannot be viewed as 
representative of all UK house buyers.

In total, 295 interviews were conducted. The number 
of interviews completed relating to each house ranged 
from 37 to 52. Over 30 of the participants were in a 
position to purchase multiple houses as part of their job 
so they were asked additional questions to examine in 
more detail the views of this alternative group. 

Figure 2: Interview-administered questionnaire at INSITE09
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it suggests that there will be a market for both types of 
design, although initially some consumers may struggle to 
identify with the less traditional designs, and find it hard 
to picture themselves living in this type of house.

Aspects of the design that participants particularly liked 
and were universally agreed on were: 
•	 good use of natural light (spaces that lacked adequate 

windows and light were disliked)
•	 generous room sizes (small living areas, kitchens and 

bedrooms were disliked)
•	 good provision of storage space for possessions and 

technology (lack of storage space was particularly 
disliked). 

Design and layout
Internal layout, design and appearance
Respondents were divided over the open-plan layouts 
used in some houses (Figure 4). Those who particularly 
liked the open-plan designs said it gave the spaces 
a feeling of openness and made the houses more 
sociable. Those who particularly disliked it felt it led to 
wasted space and a lack of privacy/private areas. More 
respondents said that they particularly liked the open-plan 
layouts than said they particularly disliked it. 

Another aspect of the layout that divided opinion 
was the ‘upside-down’ arrangement used in some of the 
houses (Figure 5). Many identified this as a feature of the 
houses they particularly liked, others felt it was impractical 
and preferred the more traditional layouts. Once again, 

Figure 3: Participants’ ratings of the demonstration houses in the study

Figure 4: Examples of open-plan accommodation. Upstairs kitchens and living areas provide a sense of space and make the 
houses more sociable
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Box 2: Summary of the most frequently reported likes and dislikes about low-carbon houses

Openness, open plan, sociable spaces Open-plan designs as they can lead to a lack of privacy  
 and wasted space

Light and airy, sense of space Lack of windows

Plenty of natural light Lack of natural light

The use of mezzanine levels, double-height areas Too many stairs in the tall houses makes carrying  
and split levels young children and objects up and down stairs difficult 

The houses that had a more traditional appearance –  Positioning the kitchen and utility spaces upstairs as 
respondents could ‘identify’ with them and could see  it is impractical 
themselves living in them 

The houses that demonstrated alternative layouts,  Upside-down layout with living space upstairs 
in particular the ‘upside-down’ layouts where the  
bedrooms are on the ground floor

Clever, efficient and practical uses of space Staircase too dominant

En-suite bathrooms Small room sizes, particularly living/communal rooms,  
 kitchen and bedrooms

Balconies Small external balconies that are contrived and cage-like.  
 Some consumers felt they should have been used as  
 additional internal space

Houses with good amounts of practical storage space  Lack of storage space, including lack of wardrobe space  
 for clothes

Technologies positioned in the right places to minimise  Lack of space for technologies 
impact on storage space 

Funky internal layouts and colour schemes 

The use of exposed wood in interior design. 

The shape of the houses and the unusual curved rooflines Ugly exterior. The metal and wood cladding on some of the  
 houses was particularly disliked 

The addition of balconies and outside space Lack of outdoor space

Wood cladding and façades Some houses lacked character

 Predicted degradation of appearance, no mellowing  
 potential for some houses

More conventional designed houses as they would The modern external appearance of some designs meant  
‘blend with existing developments/estates’ these houses would not fit in well with traditional houses

The combination of different property types on the same  
plot (eg flat and house, 2/3 bed houses) 

The tall thin properties with a compact footprint 

Properties designed to be a home for life The internal layout was not sufficiently adaptable in many  
 of the houses 

The option to have a lift installed in some homes Houses not suitable for conversion for older or disabled  
 occupants

The potential to convert or adapt spaces The space provided for the installation of a lift or shower in  
 the future took up too much space

De
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External appearance

The way properties work together and fit with their surroundings

Flexibility of design and future adaptability

Likes Disikes

Internal layout, design and appearance

IP14.10.Low-CarbonHousingFeedback.indd   4 05/08/2010   15:01:41



5 CONSUMER FEEDBACK ON LOW-CARBON HOUSING – IP 14/10 

Box 2: Summary of the most frequently reported likes and dislikes about low-carbon houses (cont’d)

Offsite manufacture Pod systems used in some houses because they constrained  
 the design

The use of closed panel systems on some houses SIPS panels used in some construction

Repeatable designs 

Innovative materials and methods of construction  

Easy-to-use controls Too much equipment can mean that there is more to go  
 wrong

Smart metering The energy efficiency of air source heat pumps and  
 mechanical ventilation with heat recovery systems have not  
 yet been proven

The efficiency of the heating systems Too many gadgets which might stop working in the  
 long term

The use and integration of renewable energy systems Wind turbines are not necessary as they have a high cost  
 and low benefits

Greywater saving and water recycling 

The homes that were comparatively quick to build 

The homes that were cheap to construct and affordable  Homes that were perceived to be expensive to construct 

The use of thermally efficient materials Low thermal mass materials used in some of the houses

The use of sustainable timber and natural breathable  
materials 

Controls

Technical systems and renewables

Speed of construction

Cost to build

Materials used

Likes Disikes
Co

ns
tr

uc
tio

n

The good amount of natural daylight entering the houses Areas in the houses with a lack of windows and natural  
 light 

External shading and shutters to control the levels of Shutters and external shading which can make a house feel  
daylight and solar gain like a prison

Houses designed to be cool in hot weather 

Intelligent and efficient heating 

The amount of ventilation and natural air movement 

Light

Thermal comfort

Ventilation
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Method of construction
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These findings suggest that to attract consumers, designers 
must maximise the amount of natural light wherever 
possible, provide practical storage space and ensure 
that living/communal areas, kitchen and bedrooms feel 
spacious. Designers must also carefully consider where to 
locate any technologies and control systems to minimize 
the impact on storage space. 

External appearance
As might be expected, the external appearance of the 
houses divided opinion (Figure 6). Some particularly liked 
the unorthodox dimensions and unusual rooflines and 
felt other houses lacked character. Some liked the use 
of wood cladding and façades, while others described 
them as ugly, and forecast a deterioration in appearance 
and maintenance issues. Some were concerned about 

Figure 6: Some of the alternative dimensions, rooflines, 
cladding and façades

Figure 5: Upside-down layouts have bedrooms on the ground 
floor to keep them cooler in hot weather
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Technology
Several participants said they particularly liked the use of: 
•	 renewable energy systems (Figure 8)
•	 smart metering
•	 intelligent and efficient heating systems
•	 easy-to-use control systems. 

However, many more expressed concerns over the 
amount of technology/equipment installed and its 
unproven reliability and performance. This could be an 
issue for consumers. Housebuilders may need to minimise 
the reliance on technologies and ensure that they can 
‘prove’ the reliability and performance of any equipment 
installed so as not to discourage consumers from investing 
in low-carbon housing. 

whether the less conventional designs would blend in 
with existing developments/estates so preferred the 
houses with a more traditional appearance.

Flexibility of design and future adaptability
Some participants said they liked the design-for-life aspect 
of some of the houses and particularly liked the potential 
to convert and adapt spaces over time to accommodate 
the changing needs of the occupants. A few disliked the 
lack of flexibility and adaptability of the internal layouts 
in other houses. However, it should be noted that few 
participants reported these aspects of the design as 
something they particularly liked or disliked.

Construction
The choice of materials used and construction methods 
divided opinion. Some participants particularly liked the 
use of prefabricated, offsite-manufactured, closed panels 
or pods as they lead to quicker and easier construction 
on site (Figure 7). Others felt that this method sometimes 
constrained design and they also disliked the use of low 
thermal mass materials, preferring the use of sustainable 
natural materials with higher thermal mass and more 
traditional construction methods. This suggests that there 
is a market for both types of construction. 

An area that united opinion was the cost to build. Low 
cost of construction was particularly liked, and high cost 
of construction was disliked.  

Environmental conditions
The internal environmental conditions in the houses were 
generally highly rated and many participants particularly 
liked: 
•	 the amount of natural light
•	 the provision of external shading
•	 the amount of ventilation and air movement
•	 the high thermal mass of some houses that would help 

them to stay cool in hot weather
•	 intelligent and efficient heating for colder weather. 

Figure 7: Offsite-manufactured roof (a) and bathroom pod (b)

(a) (b)

Figure 8: Wind, solar thermal hot water and photovoltaic 
renewable technologies
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What would encourage investment?
Participants were asked what would encourage them 
to invest in the low-carbon houses they had visited. 
Responses were categorised as factors specifically related 
to the design of the houses and other factors. The factors 
related to the design of the houses tended to be similar to 
the likes and dislikes so only those not specifically related 
to the design of the houses are summarised in Box 3.

Most accepted that low-carbon houses would cost 
more than the equivalent traditionally constructed houses. 
However, if this difference could be kept to a minimum, 
or covered/offset by a grant or reduction in cost 
elsewhere, this would encourage investment (eg tax relief 
on a mortgage or a reduction in Council tax). The energy 
efficiency, generation of energy and reduced running 
costs were also listed as factors which would encourage 
investment. The ease of obtaining planning permission 
and the relative speed of construction were included 
by those consumers interested in self-build projects and 
those in a position to purchase multiple properties.

How likely are consumers to invest in low-
carbon homes?
Participants were asked this question: 
‘If you were looking to buy a new house, how likely would 
you be to choose this demonstration house as your own 
home (assuming it was the same price as a traditionally 
constructed new house)?’ 

Responses were on a seven-point scale from 1 = Very 
unlikely to 7 = Very likely. Over half of the respondents 
(53%) indicated that they would be ‘Likely’ or ‘Very 
likely’ to choose the low-carbon house over a traditionally 
constructed new house. Less than one-third of 
respondents (32%) indicated that they were ‘Unlikely’ or 
‘Very unlikely’ to choose the low-carbon house (Figure 9). 

As might be expected with any selection of houses, 
the proportion of respondents who said they would 
choose a particular house as their own home differed 
depending on the house in question. The proportion of 
participants who said they would be likely to choose the 
houses viewed as their own home ranged from 38% to 
69% depending on the house. This finding demonstrates 
that although consumers do seem to show a preference 
for low-carbon houses over traditionally constructed 
new builds, developers still need to get the design and 
appearance right to attract consumers. The wrong design 
can put people off.

How much would consumers expect to pay?
Participants were asked:
‘How much would you pay for this low-carbon house 
compared with a similar traditionally constructed new 
house?’ 

On average, respondents said they would be willing to 
pay 8% more for one of the low-carbon houses being 
exhibited. Average responses ranged from 3% to 10% 
more depending on the house in question.

Figure 9: Participants’ likelihood of investing in one of the 
low-carbon demonstration houses

Unlikely and 
Very unlikely
32%

Neither Likely 
nor Unlikely
15%

Likely and
Very likely
53%

Box 3: Summary of the factors that would encourage 
investment in low-carbon houses

Cost to purchase

•	 If the low-carbon houses were the same price or not much 
more than a traditionally constructed house

•	 If the whole-life costing compared favourably with that of a 
traditionally constructed house

Energy efficiency

•	 Lower running cost

•	 Conservation of fuel

•	 Reduced impact on environment 

•	 Reduced CO2 emissions

Electricity generation

•	 The ability to be self-sufficient in energy

•	 The use of renewable energy systems

Environmental/green issues

•	 The ability to set an example

•	 ‘Make you feel good about doing your bit’

Incentives

•	 Short payback period for initial investment (7 years or less)

•	 Free electricity for 15 years

•	 Sharp rise in energy prices

•	Government grant towards the purchase of the property

•	 Tax relief on a mortgage

•	 Reduced mortgage payments

•	 Tax incentive from the Government (eg Council tax 
reduction) 

•	Government scrappage scheme for houses, similar to the 
car scrappage scheme

•	Government incentive to enable first-time buyers to buy

Simpler and easier process of obtaining planning 
permission 

Faster speed of construction 

IP14.10.Low-CarbonHousingFeedback.indd   8 05/08/2010   15:02:00



9 CONSUMER FEEDBACK ON LOW-CARBON HOUSING – IP 14/10 

What would discourage investment?
Participants were asked what would discourage them 
from investing in the low-carbon houses they had visited. 
The factors relating to the design of the houses tended 
to be similar to the likes and dislikes listed earlier so only 
‘other’ factors not specifically related to the design of the 
houses are summarised in Box 4.

Serious concerns were expressed in relation to the 
unknown reliability and durability of the technologies and 
materials used in these houses. At present, even those 
consumers who are keen to invest, feel that there are too 
many unknowns and therefore too much risk. Developers 
will need to demonstrate to consumers that the innovative 
technologies, materials, and methods of construction 
are reliable and that they will stand the test of time. The 
industry will also need to work with other agencies to 
ensure that planning officers will approve the designs and 
insurers will insure the houses; and that there is a skilled 
workforce available that can build and maintain these 
types of houses. 

RESULTS FROM PARTICIPANTS ABLE TO INVEST IN 
MULTIPLE PROPERTIES
As stated earlier, 33 interviewees, as part of their jobs, 
were in a position to purchase multiple properties. This 
group included representatives from housing associations, 
local authorities, property managers, buy-to-let landlords, 
property developers and architects. 

What would consumers expect to pay for 
multiple low-carbon houses?
On average, this group were willing to pay 3% more 
for the low-carbon houses than for traditionally 
constructed new houses. This average was pulled 
down by participants who said that they would expect 
to pay less for the low-carbon homes as they felt the 
UK Government should be subsidising these homes to 
encourage investment.

What would encourage investment in multiple 
low-carbon houses?
The factors recorded are given in Box 5. These consumers 
seemed to be concerned mainly with the: 
•	 relative cost to buy
•	 amount of return on capital invested 
•	 ease and speed of obtaining planning permission 
•	 ease and speed of constructing the houses
•	 performance of the buildings in use. 

However, the findings also show that this consumer group 
is also considering the needs of the tenants who would 
be living in the houses and what they would think of the 
houses. They were keen to have feedback from occupants 
with experience of living in the houses, and reported that 
they would be encouraged to invest if occupants showed 
a clear preference for these types of homes. They also 
reported that optimising the environmental conditions, 
and installing technologies that are simple for occupants 
to control, would also encourage investment.

Box 4: Summary of the factors that would discourage 
investment in low-carbon houses

Cost to purchase

•	  Considerably higher price on the low-carbon houses 
compared with similar-sized traditional houses

•	 The current price for a Code level 6 house 

•	  No government incentives

Pay-back time 

•	 A long payback period, although most participants were 
comfortable with paying a little more for a low-carbon 
house given the savings on energy costs in the long term. 

Location 

•	 Living in a dense estate of these houses

Planning permission

•	 Concerns that unconventional exteriors and rooflines might 
not be passed by planning officers

Insurance

•	 Concerns over whether insurers would insure these types 
of houses

Construction and maintenance

•	 Concerns about builders’ unfamiliarity with the 
construction methods and whether they would be able to 
construct and maintain these houses 

Unknown reliability of any installed technologies 

•	Unreliability of technologies

•	New technology that is not tried and tested

•	 Future-proofing of the technologies

•	 Lack of a proven technology record

•	 Fear that the technology would not be as durable as 
advertised

Unknown durability of the materials used in the 
construction 

•	Unknown durability of materials, ie materials that have not 
been tried and tested

•	 Concerns about the robustness of external walls

•	Unknown durability record of the construction over time

Maintenance of materials and technologies

•	 Availability of maintenance skills

•	 Regular, short maintenance schedules

•	High maintenance for timber cladding as timber can 
quickly look old

•	 Concern about maintaining roofs of unusual shape and 
material

•	 Concern about after-sales service in the absence of a track 
record 

Inability to modernise/improve/adapt easily if new 
technologies are developed

Designs going out of fashion quickly 

Resale value

•	Upside-down living accommodation and the comparatively 
high number of installed technologies might put buyers off

•	More difficult to resell

•	 Too much risk
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What would discourage investment in 
multiple low-carbon houses?
The factors recorded are given in Box 6. As reported 
earlier in the discussion about likes and dislikes, a 
current major concern for consumers is the untried and 
untested nature of the materials, construction methods, 
designs/layouts, and technologies used in these buildings. 
Participants from this group of consumers also expressed 
a need for ‘more feedback from occupants’. This group 
want to see evidence from houses that have been lived 
in, and feedback from families on how practical these 
houses are to live in. The lack of this kind of evidence 

Box 5: Summary of the factors that would encourage 
investment in multiple low-carbon houses

Cost to purchase

•	 If the low-carbon houses were no more expensive than 
traditionally constructed new houses

Good return on capital 

Cost in use 

•	 Large energy cost savings and low running costs

Grants 

•	 Sufficient grants available to make up the difference in cost 
between low-carbon and traditional build housing

Government-backed schemes/incentives

Partnership with manufacturers/build partners/developers

Relative ease and speed of obtaining planning approval

Relative ease and speed of construction

Sustainability/energy efficiency/energy performance 
aspects

Positive feedback from those who have experienced living 
in the houses

Lifetime costs 

•	Well researched figures providing energy lifetime costs

Popularity/demand 

A clear preference shown by tenants for these types of homes

External appearance

•	 Flexibility in the choice of the external appearance

•	 A more traditional external appearance to fit in better with 
surrounding housing developments

Carbon footprint

•	 A small footprint means higher density is possible which is 
preferable for some property managers/developers

Usability 

•	 Installation of energy technologies that are simple for 
occupants to control

Less equipment

Environmental conditions

•	Good amounts of natural light 

•	Good sound insulation between properties 

Monitoring of energy use

•	Use of remote devices 

•	 Installation of electrical and gas monitors 

Factors not related to the design of the houses

Factors related to the design of the houses

Box 6: Summary of the factors that would discourage 
investment in multiple low-carbon houses

Cost to purchase

•	Market pricing is not yet developed

•	 Relatively high building cost

•	 Low-carbon housing does not represent value-for-money 
in the buy-to-let market as the tenant makes the energy 
savings

The untested and unknown

•	 Lack of data from occupants who have lived in the houses

•	Uncertainty about how a family would fit in and feel about 
living in the houses (more feedback from occupants would 
be welcome)

•	 Concern about maintenance of the houses within life-cycle 
costs 

•	 Lack of engineers/technicians qualified to maintain the 
houses and technology installed

•	 Concern about the real lifespan of the renewable 
technologies

•	 Concern about the reliability of the gadgets/technologies

Resale value 

•	 Concern about the market for ‘second hand’ houses of this 
type 

•	 Risk of not being able to sell

Technology

•	 Training of tenants to use the technology

•	 Concern that the technology might be too complex for a 
landlord to manage

The unconventional external appearance

Design

•	 Is it innovative enough?

•	 Small cramped rooms with no central space for the family

Maintenance

•	 Concern about the design fitting with the business model 
for maintenance

•	 Cost of maintenance

•	 Ease of maintenance for tenants 

Factors not related to the design of the houses

Factors related to the design of the houses
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was highlighted as one of the key factors discouraging 
investment.

Many participants reported that they were concerned 
about the relative cost and ease of maintenance of these 
houses and the lack of a qualified and experienced 
workforce to maintain the houses and technologies. 
Developers must carefully consider the maintenance 
issues if they are to encourage consumers to invest.

Participants were sceptical about the ‘real’ lifespan and 
reliability of the technologies installed in these houses. 
Many also felt that there was too much technology, and 
that much of it was too complex, particularly for the 
rented sector where there is a higher turnover of tenants.

Initial cost and potential resale values were also a 
concern for this consumer group. Some were put off by 
the relatively high building costs associated with some 
designs, and the fact that the market pricing is not yet 
fully developed. Others were concerned about the risk of 
not being able to sell the houses at a later date and the 
unknown market for ‘second hand’ houses of this type.

CONCLUSIONS
•	 The low-carbon houses exhibited on the BRE 

Innovation Park were highly rated by consumers who 
took part in the survey during the INSITE09 event. 

•	 The majority of consumers interviewed said that if they 
were looking to buy a new house they would be likely 
to invest in one of these low-carbon homes. 

•	 Consumers expected to pay more for a low-carbon 
house than a traditionally constructed house:

° those buying an individual house would be 
 prepared to pay 8% more on average

° those buying multiple houses would be 
 prepared to pay 3% more on average.
•	 Factors that would encourage investment included 

financial incentives, low running costs, high energy 
efficiency, and the speed and ease of construction. 

•	 The main factors currently discouraging investment 
are the unknown reliability and durability of the 
technologies and materials used in these houses, and 
the lack of feedback from occupants who have actually 
lived in these types of houses. Thus, more research 
is needed to reassure consumers that the materials 
and technologies will stand the test of time and that 
the houses will be comfortable and practical for the 
occupants. 
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Box 7: Recommendations

The findings suggest that to attract consumers, the house 
designs must: 

•	maximise the amount of natural light (while providing 
adequate shading solutions)

•	 provide practical storage space

•	 ensure that living/communal areas, kitchen and bedrooms 
feel spacious. 

Designers must also carefully consider where to locate any 
technologies and control systems to minimize the impact on 
occupant storage space.

Developers will need to reassure consumers and demonstrate 
that the innovative technologies, materials and methods of 
construction are reliable, and that they will stand the test of 
time. 

Many consumers felt that there was too much technology 
in the houses and that much of it was too complex. 
Housebuilders may need to minimise the reliance on 
technologies and ensure that they can ‘prove’ the reliability 
and performance of any equipment installed. Installing 
technologies that are innovative but simple for occupants to 
control would encourage investment.

The findings suggest that financial incentives such as grants or 
reduced costs elsewhere (eg tax relief on mortgage payments 
or lower council tax payments) would encourage investment.

The industry will need to work closely with other agencies to 
ensure that: 

•	 planning officers will approve the designs

•	 insurers will insure the houses

•	 a skilled workforce will be available to build and maintain 
these types of houses.

Post-occupancy monitoring is needed to show how these 
houses perform in practice and how comfortable and 
practical they are for occupants. Consumers report that they 
would be encouraged to invest if occupants showed a clear 
preference for these types of homes.
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Box 8: The BRE Innovation Park 

The BRE Innovation Park is a world-leading and ground-
breaking demonstration development designed to give a 
glimpse of how the future delivery of sustainable buildings 
and communities can be achieved, not only in the UK but 
around the world. 

It features seven of the world’s most sustainable houses (built 
to the Code for Sustainable Homes), a health centre of the 
future and over 300 different construction innovations and 
emerging technologies as well as a state-of-the-art community 
landscape design. 

Collectively, these projects demonstrate diverse and 
innovative approaches to sustainable design and construction. 
They each share the common goal of having a low-impact 
on the environment but a high impact on the quality of life 
of building and community occupants and CO2 emissions 
reduction.

The buildings and key features on the Innovation Park 
currently include:

Visitors’ Centre - provides convenient access to full 
information on all the buildings and products on the 
Innovation Park, while also showcasing a range of new 
designs and technologies. 

Barratt Green House - the first house on the Innovation Park 
to be built by a mainstream house builder, the Green House 
achieves Level 6 of the Code for Sustainable Homes. 

ecoTECH Organics House - demonstrates a flexible system 
of sustainable homes that can be both mass-produced and 
designed to suit individual circumstances.  

Hanson EcoHouse - constructed using traditional building 
materials, precisely assembled to conform to the best 
principles of innovative methods of construction. 

Kingspan Lighthouse - this super insulated, airtight house, 
designed to encourage a more sustainable lifestyle, has 
achieved Level 6 of the Code for Sustainable Homes.

Natural House - demonstrates a simple, low-tech and easy-
to-build alternative for volume housebuilders seeking to meet 
increasingly stringent low-carbon targets for new homes.

Osborne House - shows that high quality, sustainable housing 
can be delivered affordably and in volume.

Renewable House - illustrates how renewable building 
materials, such as hemp, wood and wool, provide excellent 
options for constructing low-carbon, practical and affordable 
modern housing.

Stewart Milne SigmaTM Home - has been test run by a family to 
obtain a ‘real’ perspective on living in a home constructed for 
sustainability using the latest technologies. 

Willmott Dixon Healthcare Campus - points to a new age of 
healthcare that helps people to manage their conditions more 
independently by using both health clinics and their home.

Landscape - demonstrates the role of landscape design, not 
only in creating great places to live, but also in providing 
energy, waste and water management. 

Energy monitoring - gas and electricity consumption is being 
monitored with smart meters in six of the Innovation Park 
houses.

Visiting the BRE Innovation Park

The BRE Innovation Park welcomes visitors. For further 
details: 

•	 visit - www.bre.co.uk/innovationpark 

•	 email - innovationpark@bre.co.uk

•	 telephone - 0845 22 32 966.
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