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Abstract 

 

Weathering of materials leads to degradation of the fabric of buildings which if left unchecked will 

lead to an increase in the rate, and possibly severity, of degradation.  Adjustments to maintenance 

regimes could accommodate marginal changes to degradation rate.  However, for significant 

increases in degradation rate, adaptations may be required.  Globally, any new deterioration 

mechanisms are unlikely. However, in the future previously insignificant problems may start to 

become significant at a local level, for which there is a lack of local knowledge or experience. 

Adaptation in the context of existing buildings is a means to further protect the existing fabric, to 

consolidate performance and control the rate of deterioration.  This adaptation goes beyond the 

scope of enhanced maintenance.   For historic buildings there will be tension between the need to 
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conserve the building and simultaneously adapt in the face of increased climate change driven 

weathering.  Impact studies are needed to identify priorities for adaptation by identifying the scale 

and impact of degradation related defects for the future building stock.  Such studies need to be 

integrated with authoritative information on projected future climate. 

Adaptation of building design is needed to ensure new buildings consider performance in both 

current and future climates.  A whole-life approach to building design is needed.  To achieve this 

building standards and building codes need to be developed which consider future climate design. 

Traditional vernacular styles may offer an opportunity for learning design lessons and adapting 

design practices that could help facilitate appropriate climate protection. 

 

 

 

Introduction 

The built environment has always been an important sector of human activity, and climate change 

has been identified as a particular pressure for change.  Much attention has been given to the 

potential for achieving mitigation through the reduction of anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions 

and has led to bodies such as the European Union agreeing directives requiring its member states to 

seek improvement1.  However, it is also recognized that the built environment will be exposed to 

some of the potential impacts of climate change2 and therefore there is a need to proactively plan 

adaptation.  The service life of buildings around the world varies considerably, but the expectation 

for many countries is that buildings should last a number of decades and a default value of 50 years 

is often used for assessments internationally3.  In the case of UK housing a service life of at least 50 

years is typically assumed, although we have many older buildings than this and it has been argued 

that much of the housing stock will need to last a century or more4.   The comparability of timescales 

for climate change and the projected life of buildings means that in future there will be a risk of 

significant climatic performance problems for buildings that are currently problem free5.  As the 

climate changes, we may need to start considering how this may impact on the service life of 

structures6.  The risk for existing buildings is that the evolving climate exposes the building to 

conditions for which it wasn’t designed to cope and, where this becomes significant, the concept of 

residual service life will become more important7.  For new buildings the challenge should be to 

design a structure that will be able to tolerate these changing climatic conditions. 

Buildings are usually designed to provide protection to occupants from the climate, and furthermore 

to achieve a specified internal environment regardless of the external climate.  To achieve this, the 

design process needs to consider the climate, select appropriate materials, and provide detailing 

which will enable the building to function.  Essentially there are three important aspects to designing 

for good performance: 

1. Protecting the building and its contents against climate loads; 

2. Maintaining good performance in the face of weathering and other degradation 

mechanisms; 



 

 

3. Allowing ventilation to control internal temperatures, moisture levels and maintain internal 

air quality. 

Typically, the design process has used historic climate data to determine the likely excesses that the 

building may face and thus determine the risk level from climate loadings that the building may need 

to deal with.  This approach is no longer adequate – those involved in the development work for 

building codes and standards are now being encouraged to consider future climate performance 

requirements8.   However, a significant proportion of the current building stock has been built based 

on historic climatic design requirements. 

Certain sections of the built environment, for example historic buildings, may be particularly 

vulnerable to climate change and potential remedial responses could be problematic.  In the case of 

historic buildings, studies have been undertaken to investigate the nature of some problems and 

solutions9.    

Other studies have looked into some of the potential catastrophic changes that may impact on the 

built environment, such as changes in the risk of flooding 10, 11.  This paper focuses on the issue of 

building materials and how they perform in the context of weathering in a changing climate within 

the built environment.  Inundation by flood water may prove to be a significant challenge for 

materials durability, but the consequences of these catastrophic events are not discussed further 

here, as many standardized approaches to remediation have been published. This paper does not 

consider a purely isolated view of the materials science, but instead seeks to place it within the 

context of the building design and detail.  For example, the suitability of different construction types 

for different climatic regions is not just governed by the main materials, but also by the way the 

components are brought together.  A building is usually a composite structure and the interfaces 

between different components are important, and can often be a source of weakness which can 

lead to defective building performance. 

 

 

Properties of materials in relation to weather and climate 

The external elements of a building, known collectively as the external building fabric or envelope, 

are designed to protect the internal environment from unwanted interaction with the external 

climate.  There is considerable variation globally in what these types of loading may be, but 

generically this includes: 

 Protection from external temperature conditions (both heat and cold); 

 Protection from precipitation; 

 Protection from winds (maintaining both structural integrity and shelter whilst enabling 

appropriate ventilation); 

 Protection from external humidity conditions (through appropriate ventilation to control 

psychrometry). 

Until relatively recently the majority of construction has relied upon locally sourced materials, and 

so regional construction styles largely reflected the availability of suitable materials and developed a 



 

 

traditional design style12 which achieved a suitable level of climate performance, with a realistic level 

of maintenance needed to keep the building functional.  These vernacular constructions were, by a 

process of natural evolution13, successful constructions which were naturally climate resilient 

structures within the context of their local historical climates and were therefore replicated 

regionally14.  Traditional structures in tropical climates tend to have lightweight wall constructions 

with large window openings for natural ventilation and incorporate veranda spaces or large roof 

overhangs to protect the top of the wall and to protect windows from intense precipitation15.  This 

contrasts with Northern European structures, where thick walls and associated building details were 

designed to isolate the occupants from the climate16.  Globally we still use many of these traditional 

structures and in some countries they have a conserved status with protection and restrictions on 

how they may be adapted.   

The increase in availability of transportation between major cities, and more generally in the 

developed world, mean that the availability of different materials has increased and so the potential 

for innovation in construction approaches has increased.  One consequence of this innovation has 

been a move away from vernacular approaches and in some ways a standardizing of the aspiration 

for modern construction methods and styles.  Another consequence is that there are now far wider 

combinations of materials present in regional construction practice than has ever been the case. 

The proliferation of materials now used in construction means that the possible ways in which 

weathering and other degradation can occur is also increasing.  We have a reasonable 

understanding of the performance of individual materials in different climates and so the design of 

building detailing can be used to help to protect the overall performance for a given climate.  

Manufacturers typically provide performance data which can help designers make pragmatic 

decisions about the suitability and potential service life when components are utilized in different 

climates.  This may mean that certain combinations of construction need additional protection, or it 

may mean that alternative approaches need to be taken.  An example of this from the UK is with 

guidance on where wall constructions could utilize an insulated cavity wall structure, and where 

precipitation exposure requires additional protection be implemented17.  Further to this, local risk of 

materials durability problems is dependent upon a variety of attributes: 

 Material specification, manufacture, and application (the quality of materials, ensuring that 

they are fit for purpose and that they have been correctly specified are key factors for 

performance); 

 Design and building protection (architectural detailing to protect the vulnerable building 

elements (often at joints and openings), and design of infrastructure to protect the building 

against extreme events, such as drainage and defences for flood risk management); 

 Building specific location (topography, urban/rural shelter, altitude, proximity to coast); 

 Climate (the external climate loads discussed above). 

The variety of materials present in modern construction makes a generalization of their degradation 

and weathering mechanisms challenging to convey within the space constraints of this review.  For 

practitioners and building professionals who are faced with questions about weathering 

performance of specific materials, more detailed guidance should be sought from standards 

documentation or, in their absence, from the manufacturers.  In order to convey an overview of 

typical weathering issues Table 1 presents a generic treatment of durability issues and their climate 



 

 

sensitivities for different material types.  The contents of Table 1 are intended to be illustrative and 

not exhaustive. For a full description of the current state of the art, readers are encouraged to 

consider the surrounding literature.  One difficult area, not covered in Table 1, is the growing use of 

composite materials where new material combinations are continually being developed. Whilst 

some composite materials have been evaluated and performance information published, for 

example with fibre reinforced polymers32, other composite materials have been less well studied. 

One key point to note from Table 1 is that precipitation is a significant issue for many of the 

durability issues identified.  Rainfall and the combination of wind and rain (driving rain) are 

important climatic parameters to evaluate for building performance.  A number of countries, e.g. 

UK33, Canada34, China35 and India36 amongst others, have driving rain maps calculated; many other 

countries do not have this type of information.  Such maps, based on historical weather patterns, 

enable practitioners to look at national variation into material performance and degradation risk. 

For example, the UK standard code of practice for slating and tiling for pitched roofs37  uses this type 

of exposure map.  Understanding how buildings interact with the climate requires the application of 

detailed modeling and numerical simulation.  This is a field which is itself beginning to explore and 

consider how climate change data can be incorporated into simulation work38. 

 

Potential impacts of climate change on the durability of materials under different climatic 

regimes 

Although climate change may lead to an increased risk of some deterioration mechanisms 

occurring39, 40, it is highly unlikely that future climate will take material performance significantly 

outside of global experiences with materials.  This should mean that for established materials there 

is negligible risk of new climate sensitive deterioration mechanisms developing.  However, there is a 

significant likelihood that the rate and severity of some of the existing climate sensitive durability 

issues, as identified in Table 1, may change from current experience at a local level.  This may be an 

increased rate and extent of degradation for materials, or for some mechanisms such as frost 

damage it could be a beneficial improvement with a reduction of problems for vulnerable materials 

in some locations.  It may also be the case that risk assessments of climate change impacts on 

different building materials need to focus on different aspects of a particular climatic parameter.  

For example, in the case of rendered walls, duration of rain events might be of greater importance 

than the maximum intensity of precipitation while board clad walls might be more affected by the 

intensity of driving rain41.  Similarly, for polymer materials in direct sunlight, the sum of ultraviolet 

radiation may determine the lifetime of the products, rather than the yearly averages in 

temperature. 

As a pragmatic step towards identifying future risk issues, interested parties should consider the 

existing local problems that currently occur for materials and building fabric durability, and then 

determine whether the projected changes to climate for that location are likely to enhance or 

improve these.  The complexity of issues that relate to durability and risk means that generalizing is 

impossible, even on a regional basis, and that for an accurate assessment of future risks building 

specific circumstances should be taken into consideration when determining adaptation plans and 

requirements42. 



 

 

Ideally, building specific assessments can be made and used to inform a whole life assessment of 

defect risk for a range of materials and associated components.  This requires bringing together the 

detailed understanding of individual materials performance with detailed projections of future 

climate.  However, one of the limitations with this has been that many of the durability issues can be 

caused by the interaction between a number of climate variables, for example temperature and 

precipitation together, but confidence in climate projections at this level of detail is low.  The 

availability of weather generators43 has begun to allow data to be generated which makes viable the 

exploration of these composite variable effects. Weather generators can potentially produce 

synthetic weather data for precipitation44 and for other climate variables45 which are consistent with 

projections of future climates.  The science behind weather generators is complex and developing, 

but caution is needed to ensure that they can plausibly produce the statistical relationships between 

climate variables.  Many weather generators are conditioned on the statistical interrelationships of 

the current climate and under a changing climate these relationships may no longer be valid.   

Notwithstanding these uncertainties, if analysis of future climate related risk can be assessed, then 

this enables the utilization of some other more established tools46 for exploring the cost and benefits 

of adaptation options.   

Although individual materials are unlikely to start manifesting new types of problem, there may still 

be some step changes in behavior for individual buildings with some structures that have been 

virtually problem free starting to manifest deterioration where the climate load may change 

significantly.  In common with flood risk, materials durability is likely to be strongly affected by 

future changes in precipitation, and in particular the types of future precipitation pattern that we 

will experience.  Concern about possible changes in precipitation patterns has spawned a wide range 

of impact studies, and in particular, extreme precipitation events are receiving a lot of research 

attention47, the consequences of which could be significant for a whole range of sectors of human 

activity.  Many of the defects associated with buildings are related to the presence or movement of 

moisture in the building fabric48- future changes to precipitation are likely to be an important 

indicator of change of risk to the building generally. 

In areas where future exposure may be subject to significant change, the styles associated with 

vernacular practice may no longer be suitable.  If this proves to be the case then the performance of 

existing and, in particular, historic buildings may be difficult to adapt in affected areas. 

 

Adaptation challenges for the preservation of existing and historic buildings 

As discussed in the introduction, many of the buildings we currently use will continue to be 

functional for decades and so be subjected to a changing climate.  The challenge will be to maintain 

these buildings and, where necessary, adapt them to reduce problems and ensure ongoing utility 

and function.  Adaptation is necessary where maintenance becomes ineffective or burdensome as 

the climate changes.  It implies an intervention to consolidate or enhance the protection of a 

building49. Buildings may range considerably in form, type and age.  The durability for the building 

fabric, or envelope as a whole, is dependent on the durability of the component materials50.  The 

durability of individual component materials is strongly influenced by the architectural detailing and 

the protection that the structure may offer vulnerable components to excessive exposure to the 

climate (e.g. openness to driving rain).  



 

 

The climate sensitivity of different weathering mechanisms for materials shown in Table 1 indicate 

that materials durability will be impacted by climate change.  The management of weathering of 

building materials has been addressed through appropriate remedial action in the form of building 

maintenance.  In many cases, the immediate consequence of climate change for building materials 

will be a requirement for more frequent, and possibly more extensive, maintenance work.  Where 

this may be neglected by building owners, it is likely to lead to an increased risk of building defects 

occurring51. The identification and avoidance of defects in a changing climate may pose a significant 

challenge52.  Traditional vernacular building approaches have evolved to minimize the rate of 

defects.  However, with a changing climate such approaches will not respond sufficiently quickly.  A 

more professional approach to identifying potential defects based on experience, or based on a 

scientific approach using measurement / testing, may offer better insight.  However, experience of 

innovation cautions that in isolation none of these approaches will address the full spectrum of 

potential defects.  A holistic, systematic response drawing from all three approaches (traditional 

vernacular, professional, and scientific) has been advocated to minimize defect occurrence52. 

The following subsections explore the general issues associated with existing buildings, and some of 

the more sensitive issues that are particularly relevant to historic buildings. 

 

Existing buildings 

For existing buildings, changes to climate will cause a change in rate of development of existing 

weathering mechanisms.  If no intervention is made to address this, there is a risk of increased 

deterioration leading to more serious building defects developing51 which will have direct 

consequences for the internal environment and for building occupants.  As discussed above, the 

immediate consequence of increased rates of building component weathering will be an increased 

need and requirement for maintenance.  For marginal changes to rates of degradation maintenance 

regimes may be adjusted to account for the change.  However, if a more significant change to the 

rate of degradation occurs more significant adaptation may be needed.  There are possible 

adaptations that could be considered as a way of mitigating some of the enhanced weathering rates 

which may lead to an unacceptable maintenance burden.  Generically, these adaptations include 

improving the external weathering characteristics by use of appropriate coatings, overcladding, 

renders or other surface treatments.  The effectiveness and availability of suitable products may 

vary between different material types.  

Different climates will weather materials at different rates.  The variability of climate and of climate 

change means that globally durability problems with materials will be enhanced by different 

amounts.  There is a need for work to examine the implications of changing rates of weathering of 

materials, and from this identify potentially vulnerable structures. A pragmatic approach would be 

to explore which particular sections of the local building stock may suffer with enhanced 

degradation problems in light of projections of local climate change5. By identifying the most 

vulnerable buildings, planned and targeted adaptation can be realized. 

 

  



 

 

Historic buildings 

In some countries historic buildings are afforded special protection status in order to protect and 

conserve their character.  This protection itself provides additional challenges to finding adaptation 

solutions to climate change which do not detract from the historic nature of the building.  Some of 

these historic buildings may already have a level of chronic performance problems, which may be 

made progressively worse as climate change develops53.  The tension between the need to conserve 

these buildings and the need to make pragmatic decisions about adaptation will need to be 

addressed at the level of conservation jurisdiction, which may be national or regional. 

Weathering and dampness can be chronic issues associated with historic buildings and the resulting 

challenges of conserving the structures can be significant54.  In such historic buildings the internal 

finishes and contents can be equally important and challenging to protect 55.  The selection of 

appropriate materials to implement remedial or protective adaptation is a complicated issue with 

many potential consequences to evaluate, so a holistic approach is recommended.  Detailed and 

wide ranging research is needed to explore potential problems and help to disseminate solutions- 

such as that undertaken in the UK by the Engineering Historic Futures Project9.  There can be 

numerous tensions in identifying an effective maintenance strategy for historic buildings and Green 

Maintenance has been devised as a concept to facilitate effective decision making in order to 

identify an optimum long term outcome for historic buildings56. Tools are being developed to help 

inform appropriate intervention choices with heritage buildings including for the UK that of the 

Sustainable Traditional Building Association57.  Tools are being developed to deal with localized 

regional issues, however, overarching research is taking place at an international level to develop 

knowledge and understanding of problems for historic buildings.  An excellent, recently completed, 

example of this is the European Commission funded project -Climate for Culture58.  This study 

produced a wealth of resources including: case studies; impact studies; and decision making tools.    

 

Adaptation challenges for the planning of new buildings 

Considerable attention has been paid to trying to produce low carbon buildings through good 

building design in order to achieve mitigation targets for the future.  Good low energy design based 

on consideration of whole life performance (including considering climate change) is being 

advocated by the Royal Institute of British Architects (RIBA)59.  The challenge in adapting design 

practice for new buildings is to produce buildings that will be able to perform adequately for their 

full life as the climate changes and require an acceptable level of building maintenance over this 

time.  There is a need for supporting standards and building codes that are not only appropriate for 

current climate need, but also account for future climate change.  In many countries these codes 

and standards are still based on historic climate behaviour6.  These standards will need to account 

for both the absolute changes in climate parameters as well as their intensity.  In some countries, 

future climate is beginning to be looked at seriously in certain requirements for the development 

process of building codes and regulations, and this will filter into requirements made of new building 

development.  However, this will only benefit those countries currently engaged with such 

development.   To be effective, building codes need to give greater attention to climate-appropriate 

architectural details, for example the location and entry design of external services (electricity, 

water, and waste water) into a building that may be prone to increased future flood risk.  The 



 

 

architectural and building design professions have a key role in ensuring future buildings are 

sufficiently robust to cope with changing climates.  This requires attention to a range of issues 

including: 

 Infrastructure requirements to service and protect the building60; 

 Architectural detailing to enhance protection of vulnerable materials61, 62; 

 Materials selection and resilience39, 40; 

 Design and servicing to maintain an acceptable internal environment63, 64. 

A potential driver in influencing future building developments is the insurance industry65.  In recent 

years, the insurance industry has paid out considerable claims associated particularly with flood and 

storm damage and they have taken a keen interest in evaluating how climate change may impact 

future risk, and how that risk may be managed.  The affordability of future insurance cover is a 

serious issue66.  The cost for reinstating damaged buildings varies with the types of materials used in 

the original construction. If the insurance industry can achieve a lower cost for reinstatement by 

favouring particular design choices, this may benefit the building owners in terms of premiums they 

need to pay. 

Without appropriate building codes and standards that take into account future climate change an 

exact design solution may be difficult to formulate.  Consideration of the traditional architectural 

detailing for regional climates that are equivalent to any location’s future climate, particularly in 

terms of precipitation, may be a pragmatic starting point.  However, this is more strongly an 

architectural design opportunity than a building materials challenge. 

 

Lessons from Vernacular Construction 

 

Traditional building design styles using local materials evolved around the world to produce 

buildings which were suitable for their local historic climate.  These vernacular construction styles 

are still widely used, and the lessons about appropriate architectural detailing for coping with the 

climate are worth reflecting on.  The challenge for vernacular construction is that with a changing 

climate these buildings may not offer the same robust protection to future climate in their current 

regional locations.  They do, however, offer a source of ideas about architectural detailing to other 

regions whose climate is moving towards the historic climate in which the vernacular buildings were 

built.  This is a spatial analogue approach to exploring adaptation responses67. The difficulty in 

spreading these lessons is in facilitating an effective regional knowledge transfer on good practice in 

building design between potentially geographically separated regions. 

 

  



 

 

Conclusion 

 

Climate has always had a direct impact on the degradation and subsequent durability of building 

materials.  This has implications for the longer term maintenance required to sustain buildings and, 

where this maintenance proves difficult, the development of defects may occur within the buildings.  

Climate change will have an effect on the degradation rate of building materials, and at worst will 

lead to an acceleration of the decay of the materials, which will increase the level of maintenance 

needed to sustain buildings without defects.   Many of the degradation mechanisms are in part 

driven by precipitation, so any changes to the amount, nature and seasonality of precipitation will 

impact on the rate of degradation.  Globally, it is unlikely that new durability problems will occur 

with established materials.  At a local level novel climates68 for a region may evolve and as a result 

problems will occur which haven’t been experienced in that region before.  For buildings that have 

pre-existing climate-related problems, climate change may exacerbate these and this is likely to be a 

particular challenge for historic buildings that have special conservation requirements. 

An approach to adaptation is to first identify the likely future risks, and some countries have actively 

begun this process.  Existing risks can be explored for materials durability and potential future risks 

can be evaluated by looking at the performance of key materials in current climates that are 

analogous to the projections of future climate.  Timely application of this will allow the most 

vulnerable part of the building stock to be identified and, where appropriate, will allow adaptation 

programmes to be formulated to make most efficient use of resources.  Maintenance is likely to be a 

key mechanism for much of the existing building stock to avoid significant defects occurring as the 

climate changes. For future new buildings, design standards and building codes need to be 

developed to focus attention on future climate rather than just current climate. Computer modeling 

may be a useful tool to help with decision making, however, validation of models used is important  

and the reliability of models for predictions of performance over decades has not been possible, so 

any adaptation solutions need to be carefully trialed and monitored. 

Traditional vernacular building styles may offer an opportunity for learning design lessons and 

adapting design practice which may help facilitate appropriate climate protection.  The difficulty 

with looking at vernacular styles is that at a local level the climate is adapting away from the 

traditional climate, so the local vernacular style may not be appropriate and consideration may need 

to be given to practice from other regions or countries. 
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Tables 

 

Table 1.  Climate Sensitivity of the Durability of Generic Material Types 

Material Type Durability Issues Climate Dependence References 

Brick and 
Ceramics 

 Frost damage 

 Shrinkage of unfired materials 

 Salt staining 

Freeze-thaw cycles 
Precipitation and drying 
Precipitation and drying 

18 
19 
20 

Stone  Weathering & erosion 

 Acid deposition 

 Salt attack 

Temperature, precipitation 
Precipitation (with pollution) 
Precipitation and drying 

21 
22 
23 

Wood  Biological deterioration 

 Warping & structural movement 

Temperature and precipitation 
Uneven drying 

24 
25 

Metals  Various corrosion mechanisms Temperature, precipitation 26 

Plastics / 
Polymers 

 UV deterioration 

 Thermal ageing 

UV exposure, temperature 
Temperature 

27 
28 

Concrete  Corrosion of reinforcement 

 Chemical and salt attack 

CO2, temperature, drying 
Precipitation, Temperature 
and drying 

29 
30 

Glazing  Failure of double glazing seals Precipitation and humidity 31 
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