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The housing stock in the UK has changed significantly since 1921. Many 
additional homes have been constructed since then, leading to the very wide 
diversity that we see today. This report looks back over the past 90 years, 
presenting statistics that illustrate key changes and the progress that has been 
made in improving the nation’s homes. The focus is on changes to the housing 
stock that have had an effect on standards of living, energy use and carbon 
dioxide (CO2) emissions. Impacts on health are also discussed. The report closes 
by considering what the housing stock will need to look like in 2050 in order to 
meet the UK government’s target to cut CO2 emissions by 80% on 1990 levels, 
and the scale of the challenge that this presents. What has been achieved in 
the past is very substantial, but also provides an important reality check on the 
feasibility of achieving such large-scale changes over the next 40 years.
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iv PREFAcE

This report looks back over the past 90 years, 
presenting statistics that illustrate key changes and the 
progress that has been made in improving the nation’s 
homes. A retrospective such as this is highly relevant as 
we start to contemplate the massive changes that are 
being proposed in the coming years and decades to 
address concerns about climate change. 

The report ends by considering what the housing stock 
will need to look like in 2050 if the UK government is to 
meet its targets to tackle climate change, and the scale of 
the challenge that this presents. What has been achieved 
in the past is very substantial, but also provides an 
important reality check on the feasibility of achieving such 
large-scale changes over the next 40 years. 

Simon Nicol
Group Director, BRE Housing & Energy

In 1921, the year when BRE was set up, Britain was still 
emerging from the hardships of World War I. At this 
time, the government was embarking on plans aimed at 
improving standards of living for the British people. In 
particular, for soldiers returning from the war and their 
families, there was much talk from politicians of providing 
‘homes fit for heroes’. Improving housing standards 
was therefore a key policy aim, and a major part of the 
rationale for establishing the new Building Research 
Station (now BRE). The focus has inevitably changed over 
the years, but housing research has remained at the heart 
of much of BRE’s work to this day. This report is but one 
example of such housing research work, produced to 
coincide with BRE’s ninetieth anniversary.

PREFAcE



11 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This report looks back over the past 90 years, presenting statistics that illustrate 
key changes and the progress that has been made in improving the nation’s* 
homes. The focus is on changes to the housing stock that have had an effect 
on standards of living, energy use and carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions. 
Impacts on health are also discussed in one of the appendices. 

The report is similar in concept to the Domestic Energy Fact Files that BRE 
has produced in the past[1, 2, 3]. The difference is that the time period under 
consideration is more than double that of the Domestic Energy Fact Files, 
which generally cover the period from 1970 to the present. This means that 
the information presented in this report is inevitably less detailed because the 
statistics collected in the early twentieth century were limited. Nonetheless, it 
has been possible to compile reasonably complete time series on key topics 
(with figures presented at 10-year intervals) that clearly show the scale of the 
changes that have occurred over 90 years.

Whilst some of the changes are entirely what might have been expected, 
there are nevertheless some surprising facts that emerged from the analysis. 
In particular, the average home in 1921 consumed around double the energy 
of the average home now, and CO2 emissions were almost 2.5 times as high. 
However, the number of households has also grown by a factor of about 2.5, so 
the CO2 emissions of the entire housing stock are now in fact relatively similar 
to the emissions in 1921. Many other interesting findings, eg the effect of the 
existence of the National Grid on the uptake of a whole range of household 
appliances that are nowadays widely considered necessities, can be found 
within the pages of this report.

The report closes by considering what the housing stock will need to look 
like in 2050 in order to meet the UK government’s target to cut CO2 emissions 
by 80% on 1990 levels, and the scale of the challenge that this presents. 
What has been achieved in the past is very substantial, but also provides an 
important reality check on the feasibility of achieving such large-scale changes 
over the next 40 years. 

* This report is intended to focus on the housing stock of the UK. However, due to data  
 availability limitations, some data may only relate to Great Britain or England.
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The housing stock in the UK has changed significantly since 1921. Many 
additional homes have been constructed since then, leading to the very wide 
diversity that we see today. This diversity is illustrated by the building typology 
in Figure 1.

This report focuses on energy-related matters. Age and built form as shown 
in the typology clearly affect the energy use and CO2 emission characteristics 
of the stock, but so too do various other factors. Many of these other factors 
are discussed in the rest of this report, which presents detailed trends for the 
90 years between 1921 and 2011. The values used in the charts are presented 
in Appendix A. Although the report focuses on energy-related matters, it also 
covers some associated issues such as the presence of basic amenities. The 
aim is to highlight the major changes that have occurred over the past 90 years 
before looking forward to the prospects for the future housing stock (and to 
2050 in particular). However, we start by considering the characteristics of the 
current housing stock and, in very broad terms, how these have been shaped 
by the policies and events of the past. 
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