
Self build vs  
custom build



10%
NEW HOMES 

IN UK ARE 
BESPOKE  

BUILT

Channel 4’s Grand Designs TV series may have pioneered 

the trend for self build, one-off designer homes – but DIY 

builds in the UK have remained surprisingly stagnant. Less 

than 10 per cent of new homes in the UK are bespoke built 

– compared with 67-83 per cent in Europe. A lack of suitable 

land sites, mis-understanding about the issues involved and 

inevitable worries that many self builds nearly always go 

over budget and take longer than scheduled, mean building 

your own home remains for many, a pipe dream. 

However, increasing disenchantment with the design of 

large housing developments could change this. Only 17 

per cent of us are satisfied with the spec of a modern new 

home according to the Federation of Master Builders, which 

means the self build market is gaining new momentum.  

Thanks to new government legislation, more than 33,000 

individuals have signed up to new Right To Build registers. 

Introduced in 2016, local council housing and planning 

teams are now under a legal obligation to help facilitate 

more self builds by identifying and supplying suitable sites. 

Crucially, the legislation also promotes self build by laying 

the foundations for a new route into the housing market, 

known as custom build.
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Every year more than a million 
of us dream of building our 
own home. The reality is less 
than 13,000 of us see this dream 
through to completion.

67-83%
NEW HOMES  
IN EUROPE 

 ARE BESPOKE  
BUILT

17%
SATISFIED 

WITH MODERN 
HOME SPEC

33k
SIGNED UP TO 
NEW “RIGHT 
TO BUILD” 
REGSITERS

https://www.righttobuildportal.org


So, what’s the difference 
between a self build and a 
custom build? 
Historically, a self build will provide you with a bespoke 

home that is truly your castle. If modern, ubiquitous housing 

developments with characterless and ever-smaller rooms 

aren’t providing you with the housing solutions you need, a 

self build will.

But it does mean you have to directly organise everything 

yourself; from securing financing, finding a plot, checking 

it that it can be connected to utilities, hiring an architect, 

applying for planning permission and sourcing good 

builders. In many cases, the enormity of the task ahead can 

have many DIY dreamers running for the hills before they’ve 

even laid a brick.

Michael Holmes, chair of the National Custom & Self Build 

Association (NaCSBA), says the satisfaction and financial 

savings of building your own home is worth all the effort. He 

says: “It is utterly empowering building your own home, not just 

because you put the roof over your own head. You can sit back 

and look at every angle, every corner and know you’ve designed 

it, know you’ve created it, and know that you have far more 

equity in your home because you’ve built it yourself, and saved 

significant amounts on that build cost.”
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If you stick to your original plans and specifications, Michael 

says there is the potential to save up to 50 per cent on your 

overall build costs. Changing plans does start to make things 

more expensive but on average, the cost per square metre 

in the UK is £1,284, with the average total self build costing 

£305,943 – that’s excluding the cost of the land. However, 

it is perfectly possible to build a home for under £150k in 

many parts of the UK. But, as Michael points out, you will 

also need the flexibility to be on site every morning, meet 

builders, time deliveries and co-ordinate subcontractors. He 

says: “If you self build, you will benefit from savings but you 

are also liable for any risks or losses for which you have to 

be prepared.

“Building your own home… sounds very daunting and hugely 

ambitious. But once you’ve done it, you realise just what you 

can achieve in life and just how feasible it is for people to do. 

When you think about the best person to design your house – 

surely, it’s got to be the people who live in it.”

A custom build is another option for people still wanting 

something bespoke but with a more hands-off approach.

“A custom build is more straightforward than a self build,” 

explains Michael. “You have perhaps fewer choices, but you 

also have a great deal more assistance from a developer 
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50%
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SAVINGS ON  
YOUR BUILD 

COSTS
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helping you to build the house on a serviced plot. Two of 

the biggest costs of any bespoke design is connecting it 

to the utilities and getting outline planning permission. A 

custom build gets around both these issues by delivering 

pre-prepared, serviced plots that you can then choose how  

much or how little to design yourself. 

“At the moment, the majority of large housing development 

land opportunities are only available to the big developers. 

The game changer here is that councils are now able to 

break up these large sites and offer them as individual plots. 

And there are tax breaks to encourage this.”

Duncan Hayes from Custom Build Strategy adds, “Custom 

builds are about enfranchising communities about how they 

want to live. It is meeting a great need in society that is not 

offered by the big developers. Often new developments might 

deliver 100 executive homes but they aren’t factoring in the 

needs of the actual home owner. They are often not suitable for 

multi-generational families or a family with a disabled child. But 

if you customise your build, you can futureproof the design so 

that it reflects your individual needs.” 
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“Custom builds 
are about 
enfranchising 
communities 
about how they 
want to live. It is 
meeting a great 
need in society 
that is not 
offered by the big 
developers”

Duncan Hayes 
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“

http://custombuildstrategy.co.uk


Case study 

Graven Hill Village, 
Oxfordshire
Currently, the biggest and most 

ambitious self and custom build 

development can be found at 

Graven Hill in Bicester where up 

to 1,900 bespoke and unique homes will be built over 10 

years.  On the 188 hectare site, bought by Cherwell District 

Council from the MOD, a new community will benefit 

from a fantastic location, with access across the country 

whilst being surrounded by open, green spaces including 

woodland, allotments and a network of cycle and footpaths.

Homes will be built by individuals who purchase a serviced 

plot and then ‘do it themselves’ or work with one of the 

many custom build providers, or take advantage of an 

innovative approach where they can buy a new home with 

some input into the layout and finishes.
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With the range opportunities and available 
support, Graven Hill opens up the world of self 
and custom build to many who didn’t believe 
it possible to design or build their own home.”
Karen Curtin, Managing Director, Graven Hill

“



There are now more than 30 specialist build suppliers in 

the UK as people opt for a more flexible housing solution. 

Thanks to custom builds gaining ground, the market 

is seeing growth of 6.25 per cent year on year as the 

traditional developer ideal is increasingly challenged.

“Previously, self builds were seen as low density, large plots for 

the rich baby boomer generation,” says Duncan. “Now, self 

and custom builds are being seen not just as real solutions to 

provide additionality to the UK housing shortage but as a way 

of bringing more architectural character and diversity into our 

towns and cities.”

Exercise your right to build and register with your 
local authority via the NaSCBA Right to Build Portal.

1. Self Build Housing Market Report - UK 2016-2020 Analysis’

2.  https://www.fmb.org.uk/about-the-fmb/newsroom/consumers-twice-as-likely-
to-be-satisfied-with-homes-built-by-small-house-builders/

3.    Statistics collected by the Homebuilding & Renovating Study 2017 
https://www.which.co.uk/news/2017/09/self-builders-due-30000-on-average-
in-vat-rebate/
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10 per cent of 

new homes in the UK 

are bespoke built – 

compared with 67-83 

per cent in Europe.

More than 33,000 
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