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Myths about building 
performance ...  

http://www.usablebuildings.co.uk
http://www.usablebuildings.co.uk
http://www.usablebuildings.co.uk
http://www.usablebuildings.co.uk


… supporting www.usablebuildings.co.uk

Major capital investment is needed to 
improve building performance. 

In fact relatively minor changes to 
control, management, space and 
equipment can often have large 
effects.
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Where capital investment is required, 
start with the fabric.  

Yes, for new construction.  However, 
in existing buildings the engineering 
services, equipment and controls are 
usually more important, unless there 
are major shortcomings with the 
fabric. Habits, operation and 
management are also prime 
considerations.

Can You Trust The Fabric? download     
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Building performance is a matter for 
the construction industry.  

No, it is much broader than that.  
Building use needs to be well 
represented.  Designers and builders 
have normally walked away at 
handover.

Cue: Usable Buildings Trust
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Innovative technologies are the key to 
better performance.  

No, often the innovations required are 
to bring people, processes and 
products together in subtly different 
ways for markedly better results, and 
with only minor technical changes, 
e.g. for better usability. 

Cue: Soft Landings.
Soft Landings Framework download
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Modelling can provide all the answers.
  
No, we need feedback of actual 
performance. 

Cue: Real-world research.

Building Performance in the Age of Consequences download
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More technology produces better 
buildings.  

Not if the technologies require too 
much integration, support and 
maintenance.  Simpler buildings with 
attention to detail often perform better.
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Generic catch-alls? 
 
Not normally.  Context, constraints 
and options are the (hidden) briefing 
keys.
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But exceptions prove the rule!
 
Evidence from Irish Generic Schools 
programme.

Irish Generic Schools Programme download 
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GRD Schools Ireland download
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http://www.usablebuildings.co.uk/12711/

BUS Methodology example graphics
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St John the Apostle

2011-2012  19 kWh/m2 gas 12 kWh/m2 electricity

Total 31 kWh/m2 

Occupied 8:50 to 2:30 Mondays to Fridays for 183 days in the year.

Some after hour classes

Community group on Sundays

Heating switched off from April to October,weather permitting

During heating season heating switched on for 2.5 hours a day on a school day and 2 hours on a 
Sunday.
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Influences …
Multi-disciplinary, not just about 

design, architecture or physical form.

http://www.usablebuildings.co.uk
http://www.usablebuildings.co.uk
http://www.usablebuildings.co.uk
http://www.usablebuildings.co.uk


… supporting www.usablebuildings.co.uk

Claude Levi-Strauss

W.G. Hoskins

Alec Clifton-Taylor

Tracy Kidder

Stewart Brand

Peter Haggett and 
geographers like Bill 

Bunge and David 
Harvey.

Amos Rapoport

D’Arcy Thompson
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and especially …
Consequences, usability and manageability
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Edward Tenner

Donald Norman
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Likes …
Buildings that are known to work well.
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“Never look at an ugly thing twice.  It is fatally easy 
to get accustomed to corrupting influences.”

C.F.A. Voysey

Kingsmead Primary School, Northwich, Cheshire, 
White Design, 2004

University of Sunderland School of Computing, 
BDP, 1995

House at Grizedale, 1900 C.F.A. Voysey
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… and dislikes
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Trellick Tower, London, 
1966-1972, 
Ernő Goldfinger. Grade II* .

Seattle Public Library, Rem Koolhaus

St John’s House, Bootle 
1971 
Occupied 1981
Demolished 2001
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‘Measuring’ buildings
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‘There is nothing more 
dangerous than a 

heckler with statistics.’

Rich Hall

http://www.usablebuildings.co.uk
http://www.usablebuildings.co.uk
http://www.usablebuildings.co.uk
http://www.usablebuildings.co.uk


… supporting www.usablebuildings.co.uk

Three perspectives
Human needs: Are needs being met?

Environmental performance: How benign?
Affordable and manageable?

One objective
Better feedback aimed at the most effective 

people in the process.
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Aside: 
This happens when graphic 

designers take over …
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Usability

http://www.usablebuildings.co.uk
http://www.usablebuildings.co.uk
http://www.usablebuildings.co.uk
http://www.usablebuildings.co.uk


… supporting www.usablebuildings.co.uk

BUILDING USERS 
NORMALLY PREFER

1 Predictable, normal, background “default” states, which
habitually form the background to what they are doing.

2 Opportunities to make interventions or corrections if
requirements or conditions alter.

3 Clarity: the ability to act clearly, quickly and effectively ... and to
know immediately that an appropriate response has been obtained.
Simplicity and convenience is paramount.

© Bill Bordass & Adrian Leaman 2005 www.usablebuildings.co.uk
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Aside:
"What we want is a quiet life except 
when there are problems, when we 
want good information quickly."
 Ian Walmsley

Communication Breakdown Ian Walmsley download
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USABILITY IS THE SATISFACTORY
COMBINATION OF ALL THREE

(defaults, interventions, clarity)
Usually with most emphasis on CLARITY:
People tend to concentrate more on the functionality of the thing, and
less on the background context in which it finds itself.

SCOPE FOR INTELLIGENCE:
1. Establishing (and especially restoring!) safe, comfortable, convenient

and efficient default states.

2. Providing opportunities for intervention.

3. Providing information.

4. Not taking over, or getting in the way!

© Bill Bordass & Adrian Leaman 2005 www.usablebuildings.co.uk
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WHAT OFTEN GOES WRONG
UNREALISTIC ASSUMPTIONS 
Frequently poor recognition of context, oversimplifying occupant
requirements and activity and use patterns.

SUPPLY-SIDE CULTURE
Providing without enabling.

CONFLICTING STRATEGIES
Creating clashes and restricting trade-offs.

IGNORE UNUSUAL REQUIREMENTS
Look at averages, not ranges and rare events (what if ... ?).  Do not
recognise differences between circumstances and individuals.

WASTEFUL DEFAULT STATES
Particularly now in the age of flexible working.

UNDERESTIMATED ABILITY OF MORE COMPLEXITY to
increase burdens on everybody: difficult to define requirements and get
fulfilled; unintended behaviour; baffled occupants; stressed managers.
© Bill Bordass & Adrian Leaman 2005 www.usablebuildings.co.uk
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FRUSTRATIONS FOR OCCUPANTS
Unable to change physical settings  from an undesirable existing
state to a preferred new one (e.g. interlocked furniture in workstations).
Arbitrary changes in conditions which they can perceive but are not
able to over-ride.
Working in non-standard situations, for example outside normal
hours.  Can the default states and the facilities for intervention cope?
Poor support in stressful situations either personally, or in an
imposed emergency.
Unable to achieve speedy and effective response from their own
actions, control systems or other people (typically FM).
Little influence over adverse effects, (e.g. draughts from grilles or
distant windows; glare via a manager’s glass partition; occupancy-
sensed lights in peripheral vision; banging doors; circulation routes).
Deprivation of choice between the lesser of two evils 
(e.g. between ventilation and noise).

© Bill Bordass & Adrian Leaman 2005 www.usablebuildings.co.uk
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“The BMS may know 
the temperature, 

but it doesn’t sit in the
draught it causes”

... LIBRARY USER
unsolicited response in Probe questionnaire
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USABLE END-USER 
CONTROL DEVICES

Easy to identify what they are and do.
Easy to understand, 
and preferably intuitively obvious (at least after some simple instruction).
Easy to use 
(or people will ignore, or take a more convenient route).
Operate and be effective as near to the point of need as
possible (this and the required device may differ with time and user).
Work effectively, with sufficient fine control to give the required level
of adjustment (and inhibiting use of excessively coarse control).
Immediate tangible feedback  that the device has operated.
People may need reminding about basic actions, especially if
these are not obvious and the device or feature is used only occasionally
(e.g. telephone call diversion).

DON’T LET FEATURES TRIUMPH OVER CLARITY & FUNCTIONALITY
© Bill Bordass & Adrian Leaman 2005 www.usablebuildings.co.uk
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SOME IMPLICATIONS
LOOK AT WHOLE SITUATIONS
Not just people-machine interactions.
PUT PEOPLE IN THE CONTROL LOOPS
(but only where this makes good sense!).
CONSIDER THE FULL RANGE OF USERS AND CONTEXTS.
Don’t focus on an average subset.
TAKE DEFAULT STATES SERIOUSLY
Will this be what you want? ... or what is least trouble, but is neither
comfortable nor efficient.
PROVIDE GOOD FACILITIES FOR INTERVENTION.  People
who can get themselves out of trouble tend to be happier, more
productive ... and less of a headache for management.
IF YOU REMOVE OPPORTUNITIES FOR INDIVIDUAL
ADJUSTMENT ... How will you replace what you take away?
This may require more money, design and management than you think!
AND FINALLY ... 
Designers are not users, though they often think they are ... J NEILSEN
© Bill Bordass & Adrian Leaman 2005 www.usablebuildings.co.uk
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For more …
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