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This report is the second of a new series of thought leadership papers Mace is producing to 
help chart a course for success in a post-Covid world. 

Across the series, we will be addressing a number of the biggest challenges and opportunities 
in the built environment, construction and infrastructure sectors as the world looks to emerge 
from the damaging effects of the pandemic.  

Covid-19 has had a phenomenal impact on the 
way we live. Strict lockdown measures in many 
countries meant that, for periods, aside from a 
short trip to pick up supplies or a quick jog in the 
park, our homes became our only domain. Exact 
measures have varied across the world, but there 
is no denying that the pandemic has placed a 
focused lens on the importance of a safe and 
secure home. 

Consider the number of people now working 
from home. In April 2020, 52% of people in 
the UK found themselves in this category, 
compared to just 16% before the pandemic 
struck, according to a YouGov poll.i  This shift, 
mirrored in many other countries, has resulted in 
some damaging side effects, including a well-
documented additional strain on mental health. 
Equally as worrying, the United Nations says that 
global cases of domestic abuse have increased 
by 20% during the lockdownii, with many people 
trapped at home with their abuser. While future 
national lockdown measures should be designed 
with these challenges in mind, they will not simply 
disappear. 

Creating safe and secure homes – particularly in 
the case of social housing – has clear benefits 
during and after times of pandemic. At the end 
of 2019, dataiii  showed that 7,330 households 
in the UK were living in temporary bed and 
breakfast accommodation – an environment 
which often makes social distancing impossible 
due to the prevalence of shared facilities. With 
jobs put at risk, homelessness is likely to rise 
and communal living arrangements will become 
even more crowded, raising the chance of 
transmission. If nothing else, the post-pandemic 
home must be a place that allows people to 
protect themselves from the virus.   

It’s a challenge exacerbated by the global 
housing crisis, which continues to spiral. Demand 
outstrips supply in urban centres, residents are 
forced to accept mediocre or worse housing 
quality, and the market is worryingly skewed 
towards catering for the well-heeled. 

How we’ll live:  
The role of the post-pandemic home 
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To put this in context, in the UK, targets call 
for 300,000 new homes a year, while actual 
figures are closer to 160,000 – a significant 
shortfall. In Australia, the current national 
shortfall of social housing is estimated to be 
more than 430,000 homes – and is set to 
rise to more than 720,000 homes.iv

The simple fact is that – across the globe – 
the pandemic has fundamentally changed 
our relationship with our homes. In this 
report, we identify a number of key trends 
driving changes in how we live; and how 
the global built environment industry should 
respond. 

According to a YouGov poll In April...
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Before the pandemic this was just...
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Creating diverse neighbourhoods is critical to 
creating strong communities that feel safe and 
secure in the place where they live.

A more mobile urban elite choosing to work 
remotely and move out of our global cities is 
likely to drive urban sprawl, increase racial and 
gender inequality and make it harder for us to 
tackle climate change. If the privileged few who 
can work remotely choose to leave the city, 
rents may reduce; but diversity drops and social 
outcomes suffer.

We need to achieve neighbourhood diversity 
in the strongest sense. So, that includes 
encouraging biodiversity through biophilic design 
(e.g. green walls) and the creation of public 
green spaces such as community allotments, 
flower beds and playing fields, but also achieving 
a diversity of people, beliefs, housing type, 
amenities and supporting infrastructure. It 
speaks to the point that a home is not simply a 
roof over one’s head. 

So how can we tackle a risk of growing the 
trend of ghettoisation that already threatens 
to overwhelm large swathes of many cities 
around the world? A diverse mix of people 
living, working and socialising in vibrant 
neighbourhoods creates support structures, 
promotes opportunity, reduces crime and makes 
people feel safe. It’s an approach that plays to 
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, creating places 
that push people up the pyramid and help them 
to be the best they can be. In the context of 

Covid-19, achieving the third tier of the hierarchy 
in particular means that the more vulnerable 
in society are surrounded by people who care 
about them and are willing to help out to keep 
them safe.   

To prevent people choosing to leave the city 
we need to create communities that respond 
to everyone’s needs. With our homes and local 
neighbourhoods becoming places to work, rest 
and play, the notion of splitting up an urban 
area into distinct functional parts makes much 
less sense. The shift to working from home 
more often could result in the diversification of 
homogenous zones like the central business 
district, with areas once reserved for office 
blocks and the super wealthy playing home to 
the urban masses in the future. We discussed in 
our previous paper in this series, ‘Our changing 
cities’, how adaptation of the existing urban 
environment and the creation of ’15-minute 
cities’ will help to drive this shift.

Similarly, there is also helpful guidance in the 
‘Building for a Healthy Life’ toolkit, commissioned 
by NHS England and backed by Homes 
England. Promoting greater integration of 
communities, the toolkit encourages local 
authorities and developers to create healthier 
places that offer improved active travel and 
public transport links, reduced carbon emissions, 
better air quality, facilities to support local health 
needs, well-defined and designed public spaces 
and a mix of tenure.

Where we’ll live:  
Creating diverse neighbourhoods
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A study by academics at University of Chicago’s 
Booth School of Business found that only up to...

of jobs in the US could be done from home

37%

Maslow’s heirachy 
of needs SELF-ACTUALISATION

ESTEEM

LOVE AND BELONGING

Desire to become the most that one can be

Respect, self-esteem, status, recognition, strength, freedom

Friendship, intimacy, family, sense of connection

SAFETY NEEDS
Personal security, employment, resources, health, property

PHYSIOLOGICAL NEEDS
Air, water, food, shelter, sleep, clothing, reproduction
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Since the pandemic began, what people expect 
of the home has changed considerably. With 
many nations imposing lockdowns, whole 
populations have been encouraged to work from 
home where possible and this has accelerated 
trends the market was previously seeing.

Britons already placed a garden at the top of 
their priority list when looking to move overseas, 
while the need for space to create a home office 
is undeniably now a primary consideration. With 
some households seeing multiple residents 
working from home full time, the concept of 
planning work schedules around each other and 
how to effectively use shared space becomes 
harder. New homes will need to offer space for 
multiple desks and at separate, enclosed areas 
of the property to ensure privacy when needed.   

It’s not just the space that needs thinking 
about. Data also shows homebuyers look for 
convenience and comfort, so installation of air 
conditioning, particularly as the planet’s average 
temperatures continue to rise (the average 
global temperature in September 2020 was 0.97 
degrees Celsius above the 20th-century  
average)vi. This could completely change the 
way homes are designed in countries where air 
conditioning isn’t already commonplace. 

There was also a prevailing trend among 
buyers for homes that are easy to maintain. The 
‘America At Home Study’vii  asked consumers 
about changes they had already made to their 
homes and garages since the onset of the 
pandemic. 92% of respondents noted that they 
had made a change to their homes, chief among 
these were increased levels of disinfecting and a 
substantial reorganisation of space. In addition, 
over 50% of respondents noted that they would 
look for germ-resistant countertops and flooring 
in their next home. The ease at which a home 
can be configured, cleaned and maintained will 
seemingly drive homebuyer mentality for the 
foreseeable future.   

Global consciousness of the climate crisis and 
destruction of our planet has never been more 
pronounced. What were once ‘nice to have 
concepts’, such as net zero carbon, are now 
high on the agenda of society, and developers 
must respond both in the context of construction 
and the places they create. 

Examples of schemes that are ‘doing 
right by the environment’, such as Homes 
England’s biodiversity-enhancing Northern 
Arc development in Sussex, must receive the 
recognition they deserve and set a benchmark 
for how the sector operates henceforth.

As in so many areas, the pandemic has not 
so much created new problems for the global 
housing sector – but thrown those that already 
exist into sharp relief. 

So how do we respond? How do we change 
housing delivery to reflect those challenges? 
Can we build communities that provide safe and 
secure housing that people want? 

The solutions are multifaceted and require 
a multiagency approach, including input 
from central and local government, housing 
associations, private housebuilders and a whole 
host of other community and public sector 
bodies. As with our previous paper in this series, 
we’ve outlined three elements we believe to be 
core to the solution. 

Increased government support for 
housing delivery
Although it is a team effort, central government 
needs to provide more clarity and greater 
financial support to aid housebuilding and 
overcome the barriers blocking delivery. 

Of the current supply in the UK, the vast majority 
is delivered by the private sector which, for 
one reason or another, commonly uses the 
detrimental practice of land banking. There is 
considerable debate as to whether this practice 
is a result of or in spite of the planning system 
and, although this paper doesn’t focus on 
this issue, it should be pointed out that land 
banking is also a strategic ploy used among local 
authorities, many of which are under pressure to 
raise funds under a regime of austerity. Central 
government can and must do more to support 
and incentivise housebuilders to develop the land 
they hold or pass it on to another organisation 
that will. With planning reforms undergoing 
review following more than 40,000 responses to 
the initial consultation, we’ll have to wait for the 
clarity we need.  

At the same time, if the nation is to deliver the 
300,000 homes needed a year, the burden 
needs to be shared more evenly. In particular, if 
the public sector is to step up and build more 
social homes, central government needs to 
provide the funding required. 

What do we want from our homes? 3

Building back better4
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If we look to London as an example, researchviii 
has shown that the city needs £4.9 billion per 
year for the next ten years to meet the capital’s 
affordable housing requirements. The Mayor’s 
Office has made it clear that government 
support is critical to building the homes needed. 
Given the ten-year estimate above, a £4 billion 
pot of government funding for the Mayor’s 
Affordable Homes Programme, which runs from 
2021-2026, hardly scratches the surface. The 
hollowness of the victory was evident in the 
Mayor’s own press statement.   

The government is, of course, taking a different 
tone, using the Spending Review 2020 to 
highlight that, in addition to the £400 million 
Brownfield Fund announced at Budget 2020, 
nearly £20bn of funding has been earmarked 
to support its long-term housing strategy, and 
confirming over £12 billion for the Affordable 
Homes Programme.

For this money to have maximum impact, it’s 
essential that it goes to the places that need it 
most. Changes to the Treasury’s Green Book will 
be essential to achieving this, with the move an 
effort to address the longstanding bias towards 
London and the Southeast and create a fairer 
system.   

Enable innovative housing delivery 
at scale
Having the aspiration to build more homes is one 
thing, but to hit targets housebuilders need to 
physically build faster.  

Modern methods of construction, such as offsite 
manufacture and assembly, have the ability 
to significantly condense delivery timescales, 
without diminishing the quality of the final 
output. The digital tools involved with this type 
of approach support timelines by standardising 
many of the processes required to build new 
homes. From digital design, to efficient factory 
production, to simplified installation, there are 
gains to be had at every step of the way. 

Indeed, it is the digitisation of the process 
that is key to unlocking the productivity gains. 
Access to more data facilitates supply chain 
collaboration, reduces the likelihood of errors 
and informs better decision making. 

To truly unlock the potential of modern methods 
of construction and to realise the cost reduction 
benefits, the housebuilding sector needs to 
embrace the opportunity to drive them forwards 
at scale. This is a view shared by Homes 
England, with the organisation’s Chief Executive 
recently stating that the housing sector had 
been “getting away” with its unwillingness to 
promote and capitalise on modern methods of 
construction “for too long”.  

Pressure from senior voices in the sector must 
continue, and increase, in order to draw out 
the capability and appetite that exists within 
the supply chain. With the right attitudes and 
right opportunities – including via strategic 
partnerships established on the principle of 
delivering more homes using modern methods of 
construction – we can achieve the seismic shift 
needed.  

Design to meet public expectations
What the public expects in relation to their 
homes and the places they live has never been 
more varied.  

In terms of the home, we know that outdoor 
space is more desirable than ever before and 
that the configuration of new properties needs to 
allow for the creation of a suitable home working 
space. There will be many other changes that 
have emerged from the pandemic, such as an 
elderly relative permanently moving in, which 
make individual needs differ. 

Again, we can look to digital design platforms 
as a solution, whereby the components 
comprising a ‘kit of parts’ – provided by offsite 
methodologies – can be changed, amended 
and upgraded easily and consistently on a 
single platform. It offers the real possibility of 
homebuyers designing a home that suits them 
within certain fixed constraints.   

The wider places within which we live also have 
greater expectations placed on them now. We 
are spending more time in our localities and 
so we want them to be more vibrant, diverse 
and engaging. By meeting these requirements, 
places will be more resilient to future pandemics 
and enable people to feel safer. Perhaps most 
importantly, however, is the day-to-day benefits 
this will bring, creating neighbourhoods that have 
a vitality and provide residents with opportunity.   

The National Housing Federation in England 
has stated there is a need for... 

new social rented 
homes a year. 

90,000  

5,000  
Currently, only... 

are being built 
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