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Buildings provide shelter—and shade. Letting in the 
right amount of sun—and keeping out too much 
sun—has long been part of the basic function of 
buildings in all latitudes, including that of the UK. 
But as the climate changes by getting warmer, the 
shade function of buildings becomes increasingly 
important. We need a renewed focus on shading 
solutions.

Many building cultures include shading devices that 
augment shade, and we can consider importing 
these to the UK: for example, shutters. But there’s 
a catch: UK temperatures are rising but UK sun 
angles remain the same. This gives us two special 
challenges. One is that summer evenings—with 
a setting sun striking west-facing facades—are 
long; longer than in more southern latitudes. This 
means that extra attention needs to be given to the 
vulnerability to low-angle sun of west elevations. 
The other is that British winters will remain a time of 
reduced sun, and interiors that are well-shaded in 
summer are at risk of becoming too dark when the 
days are short.

To help address these challenges and others, 
3DReid has developed an approach to shading 
buildings that is organised around building 
height. Low-rise buildings—through their ground 
relationship—have opportunities for attractive 
shade that taller buildings don’t, but also often 
come with challenges such as street frontages that 
can become gloomy in winter. Taller buildings can 
benefit from views and space, but maintenance 
access is often restricted. Medium-rise buildings 
have different possibilities again. The following 
pages show a range of shading approaches that we 
think give a good fit for each of these scales: L, M 
and H.

This study doesn’t show every possibility, but we 
hope it helps designers to find an effective route to 
climate resilience.

INTRODUCTION

Top: temperature change in the UK.
Above: time lapse photograph of 
the sun changing position over the 
course of a year. Designs need to be 
responsive to seasonal variation.
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Below: mid-summer and mid-winter 
sunpaths for London (51°, 30' N): the 
sun reaches far into the north sky in 
summer and ‘north’ facades become 
exposed.

Above: the UK is more northerly than is 
sometimes realised. London is further 
north than anywhere in the contiguous 
United States: parts of southern 
Alaska and the Kamchatka peninsula 
are as northerly as the UK’s capital. 
And Alaska’s capital—Juneau—has 
a latitude comparable to that of 
Aberdeen. The facts of global heating 
can be disorienting: the temperature is 
changing but sun angles and daylight 
hours are not. 
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• Ensure that all exposed windows have shade 
coverage;

• At the same time, ensure that winter sun can 
reach habitable rooms, especially since (at UK 
latitudes) streets can be gloomy when daylight 
hours are short;

• External operable shading (such as shutters, 
blinds or awnings) often works well at this scale;

• Smaller-scale projects are also an opportunity 
for permanent and / or heavier shade 
structures, e.g. permeable block walls, masonry 
projections; the study model shown here 
explores this approach;

L

• Take opportunities to integrate planting, 
especially tree planting; ensure that building 
placement enables street tree planting;

• Balconies are less likely to be found on schemes 
at this scale; instead, consider building form 
articulations that create both outdoor space and 
summer shade;

• Defensible space at street level is a good 
opportunity to create a more massive shade 
structure since it can be ground bearing.

How to shade low-rise projects:

Low-rise projects are defined as 
1-4 storeys, usually with direct 
street access. They usually have 
opportunities to build shade 
structures directly on the ground. 

Right: terraced houses study model.
Below: detail of the study model; 
exposed windows should be shaded 
but coverage in low-rise projects 
like this can be partial, especially if 
windows face streets that can become 
gloomy in winter.

Recessed terrace 
makes the massing 
self-shading

Partial window 
shading from 
masonry elements
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Above: Trees provide great shading and 
mitigate urban heat island effect (Mipibu 
House, Sao Paolo, Terra e Tuma Arquitetos 
Associados).
Left: small and climbing plants can be 
integrated into masonry (Casa Entre Bloques, 
Ecuador, Natura Futura Arquitectura).

Right: the defensible space that 
low-rise homes typically have is an 
opportunity for ground-bearing shade 
structures and to establish planting, 
as in this study model.
Below: the Bat Trang house (Bat 
Trang, Vietnam, VTN Architects) is 
extensively shaded with masonry but 
consider local climate specifics.
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M

• Plan form is key: avoid long west-facing facades 
(although street alignment may be a factor);

• Ensure that all exposed windows have shade 
coverage;

• Include a check on ‘north’ facades, 
remembering UK summer sun angles;

• At the same time, ensure that winter sun can 
reach habitable rooms;

• External operable shading (such as shutters) 
works particularly well at this scale; fabric 
awnings are also an option (but consider 
durability and maintenance);

• At this scale, external shading should be light 
weight and capable of being supported by the 
facade;

How to shade medium-rise projects:

• Ensure that the natural ventilation strategy still 
performs with the shading deployed;

• At this scale, balconies can contribute to 
shading but are unlikely to be continuous; 
where continuous balconies are provided, still 
check for low angle sun shade coverage;

• Deck access (if provided) can also contribute 
to shading; still check for low angle sun shade 
coverage.

Medium-rise projects are 4-8 
storeys, usually with access from 
a central core or deck. They 
retain a street connection by way 
of scale, balcony provision, and 
openable windows. 

Right: apartment building study model 
with full coverage shutters.
Below: as buildings rise above a 
typical UK street scale their facades 
become exposed and full shading 
coverage should be the aim (and this 
may include ‘north’ facades).

Facing page left: Coderch’s 
‘La Barceloneta’ precedent.
Facing page right: outside 

a few cities, medium-rise 
residential buildings are still 
untypical of the UK and will 

often be taller (and more 
exposed) than the context.
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Below left: apartment building study 
model detail section.
Below: balconies and deep reveals can 
contribute to shading but are unlikely 
to be enough on their own.

Inward-opening 
window avoids 
shutter clash

Full coverage 
shutters

Deep reveal 
contributes 
but isn’t 
sufficient for 
full shade

<100 mm gap 
at 1,100 mm 
above FFL
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H

• Plan form is key: avoid long west-facing 
facades;

• Ensure that all exposed windows have shade 
coverage;

• Include a check on ‘north’ facades, 
remembering UK summer sun angles;

• At the same time, ensure that winter sun can 
reach habitable rooms;

• Distant view opportunities are part of the appeal 
of tall buildings and shading that obstructs 
views should be user-operable;

• At the same time, maintenance access becomes 
difficult at this scale and the environment (i.e. 
wind) is harsher; robustness becomes even 
more important;

How to shade high-rise projects:

• Facade-integral operable shading (such as 
interstitial blinds) works best at this scale since 
it is typically protected by an extra layer of 
glass;

• At this scale, balconies (continuous or 
otherwise) are less likely to be provided; where 
continuous balconies do form part of the 
amenity provision, still check for low angle sun 
shade coverage;

• Deck access is unlikely to be provided at this 
scale and so can’t be relied on for shading.

High-rise projects are 8-50+ 
storeys with access from a 
central core. Facades are more 
exposed, and have higher 
technical demands, but the 
benefits are views and space. 

Right: making east and west-facing 
facades of high-rise buildings shorter 
than north and south-facing facades 
minimises difficult sun exposure (49-59 
Millharbour, 3DReid Architects).
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Below left: study model detail with 
blinds integrated into windows.
Below: the blinds supplement the 
shading provided by reveals and the 
semi-recessed balconies.

Left & above: the Schuco CCB 
(Concealed Composite Blind) is a 
product that integrates a user-operable 
blind into a unitised facade panel..
The blind is protected from weathering 
and dirt by an outer glass layer. Solar 
gain may still occur with this approach, 
however.
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Building form 

solutions

Inoperable (i.e. 

fixed) shading 

solutions

Operable shading 

solutions
L M H

Glass area: 

(i.e. <35% for 

residential 

projects and 

<50% for office)

Yes Yes Yes

Self-shading (i.e. 

recessed terraces)

Yes Yes, but reduced 

scope

Yes, but reduced 

scope

Minimised east 

and west-facing 

facades

Yes, although 

street alignment is 

likely to be more 

important

Yes, although 

street alignment 

may be a factor

Yes: priority

Shading from 

adjacent buildings

May contribute, 

but also consider 

effect on winter 

sun

No No: views are key

Tree planting Yes: priority Yes, but only 

effective for lower 

storeys

Yes, but limited 

relevance

Other planting Yes: consider 

defensible space 

as an opportunity 

to establish 

climbing plants

No (planting does 

not usually do 

well where wind-

exposed)

No (planting does 

not usually do 

well where wind-

exposed)

Deep reveals Yes, but unlikely 

to be sufficient 

against low sun 

angles

Yes, but unlikely 

to be sufficient 

against low sun 

angles

Yes, but unlikely 

to be sufficient 

against low sun 

angles

Solar control 

coating

Yes, but unlikely 

to be sufficient: 

check for daylight

Yes, but unlikely 

to be sufficient: 

check for daylight

Yes, but unlikely 

to be sufficient: 

check for daylight

Fixed window 

overhangs 

(including 

balconies or 

access decks)

Yes, but unlikely 

to be sufficient 

against low sun 

angles

Yes, but unlikely 

to be sufficient 

against low sun 

angles

No

Fixed vertical fins 

(can supplement 

overhangs)

Yes, for some 

situations: check 

sun angles 

carefully

Yes, for some 

situations: check 

sun angles 

carefully

Reduced 

relevance: views 

are key

Masonry (i.e. 

hollow block) 

or other fixed 

screens

Yes: consider 

defensible space 

as a grounding for 

these elements

No No

Shutters Yes Yes No: too exposed

Interstitial (not 

internal) blinds

Possibly Possibly Yes: priority

Fabric awnings Possibly Possibly No: too exposed

MATRIX


