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1 Introduction 
This report describes the logic and relationships between the network of actors implicated in the 
specification of domestic heating systems in the UK. The report is based on lengthy interviews with a 
number of representatives of each actor group and two quantitative questionnaire surveys of 
householders undertaken by GfK marketing. All those surveyed had recently bought a new heating 
system of some description. 
 
The report cannot claim to provide definitive statements on the nature of the domestic heating 
industry, however the analysis does indicate the broad orientations of the various actors studied and 
the likely relationships between them. These are shown diagrammatically in Figure 1. 
 

  

Figure 1: Proposed network of actors implicated in the specification of heating equipment 

 
The interview data are used to build a picture of the relationship. Wherever possible quantitative data 
are then used to give a feel for how common or strong the relationship might be. Implications for 
policy making are drawn. 
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2 Householders 

2.1 Sample 
During the summer of 1999, interviews were conducted with six recent buyers of new heating systems 
in the Oxfordshire area, and five individuals who have had their electric immersion heater replaced 
with a gas water heater as part of a National Energy Action (NEA) scheme in the Benwell area of 
Newcastle. All the interviews lasted around one hour and respondents were paid £10 for their time.  
 
The systems that were bought and replaced were as follows: oil central heating in a listed cottage, 
electric storage heaters in a housing association property, gas central heating to replace broken blown 
air system (combi), ageing boiler replacement to satisfy changing hot water requirements (combi), and 
two condensing boiler installations.  
 
In addition to the interviews, two questionnaire-based telephone surveys of recent buyers of heating 
systems were conducted on behalf of the ECI by GfK marketing. The first of these contains responses 
to the same set of questions for two samples  - one sample surveyed in March 1997, the other in March 
1998. The second survey was commissioned in November 1999. This asked some similar questions to 
the first, and additionally probed householder attitudes and the influence of the installer. These two 
datasets are henceforth referred to as GfK 1 and 2 respectively.   
 

2.2 The trigger point 
Even in the small sample of interviewees a broad range of reasons were given for changing the 
heating. The first was a straightforward case of the existing system being broken, 
 

“So I bought the house knowing there was something wrong with the central heating. Having lived 
in a house before with blown air central heating I decided there was no point spending some 
money out to try and get the thing fixed when I could have an entire new central heating system 
put in - so I decided that I would convert to having a combination gas boiler”. 

DH 
 
GfK 1 reports that total system breakdown, such as encountered here, is true of 13-19 % of cases. 
Between 37-39% change because the old boiler has become faulty, 19% are installing Central Heating 
(CH) for the first time, 11-17% as “part of a major refurbishment”, 5-7% where  “more output” is 
required, 6% “other”. Evidently, the majority of acquisitions are made in response to the boiler 
becoming faulty.  
 
The following respondent acted pre-emptively before failure and combined his boiler replacement 
with a range of other efficiency improvements, 

 
“We needed a new boiler. The old back boiler was likely to fail. It was a combination of noticing 
leakage on the old boiler, doubts over its reliability combined with the fact that we had had cavity 
wall insulation, extra glass fibre in the roof, double glazing  - all the obvious things you can do to 
improve the insulation in existing housing stock”. 

MT 
 
Combining installation of a new boiler with information and advice on other complementary 
efficiency measures is an avenue that could be explored further. The householder may be much more 
receptive at such times to this kind of information.  
 
Another felt that although the existing installation was not faulty it was too old and expensive to run, 
 

“We moved into this house 2 ½ years ago and we had one winter with the old boiler where it was 
rather expensive and it also looked about 20 years old. I decided then, having had an Energy 
Savings Trust questionnaire about energy saving measures where they recommend a condensing 
boiler, to get one”. 



Lower Carbon Futures: Appendix C 

C3 

DF 
 
This is exactly the kind of installation that the Energy Savings Trust is trying to encourage – that is,  
where householders are sensitised to the relative inefficiency of older boilers and replace them 
accordingly. GfK 1 did not detect this motivation  - it may have been subsumed in the ‘other’ 
category. However it did appear in GfK 2, which also asked respondents to describe, unprompted, 
their main motivation for changing their heating system. The response is shown in Table 1. 
 
Table 1 : Main reason for new installation (GfK2 data) 
 

Reason for new installation Percentage 
Fault or breakdown 49 
Old installation probably going to break down  14 
Reorganisation due to other building project 7 
New requirements 7 
New kitchen 6 
No heating before 6 
Efficiency concerns 4 
Safety 2 
Extension 2 
Wasting money concerns 1 
Comfort/Level of service concerns 1 
Other 3 
 100 
 
 
Evidently, only approximately four-five percent of replacements are motivated by concerns over the 
efficiency of the old system  - either in terms of energy usage or that money is being wasted.  
 
Another had fears that the radiators of the existing system were inappropriately sited and too heavy to 
be supported by the floorboards so that everything should be replaced. 
 

[referring to the previous heating system] “No - it wasn't noticeably inefficient - but the radiators 
weren't in a sensible place - they were against the walls which prevented furniture being put 
against them, and the weight factor upstairs was significant, and I wanted to get them downstairs”. 

BM 
 

System replacements as part of a programme of refurbishment such as this also seem quite common.  
GfK 1 and 2 find this situation in 15-17% of cases. Indeed, the extent to which major changes to the 
heating systems are driven by aesthetic or status motivations should not be underestimated. One 
installer mentioned doing boiler replacements because existing installations ruined the aesthetics of 
newly installed designer kitchens. Indeed, GfK 1 reports that only 51% of new boiler buyers do not 
mind if the boiler is in view. 46% would prefer to have it concealed (half of whom feel this is 
‘important’). 
 
This is likely to remain a significant dynamic, given that most new boilers in the UK are installed in 
the kitchen area (52%).  Indeed, GfK report that of that 52%, 22% of new boiler installations are as a 
result of a kitchen refit.  
 
Finally, the last in the sample found that with a female lodger and two teenage daughters the existing 
conventional storage system did not provide enough water. The promise of unlimited hot water from a 
Combi system (albeit at a lower flow rate) seemed exactly what was required.  
 
The latter category of motivation seems quite rare (i.e., the improvement of heating systems so that 
they more closely match changing lifestyle needs) - particularly amongst certain groups. Certainly, 
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GfK 1 reports that only five percent of those acquiring a new boiler did so because they needed 
‘greater output’. GfK 2 finds that seven percent changed their heating to satisfy ‘new requirements’.  
 
In sum, there seem to be three main motivations for change the heating system: system breakdown or 
development of faults; home improvements (particularly kitchen refits) and, probably more rarely; 
changing household needs which require a boiler with a higher output or different qualities (e.g., 
instantaneous and unlimited hot water, rather than finite and stored). A system change prompted by 
concerns over the efficiency of the existing installation seems rare  - perhaps four or five percent of all 
installations. In both GfK 1 and 2 the replacement of a boiler because of a fault or total breakdown 
accounted for around 50% of cases whilst the remaining 50% is constituted by a range of reasons, 
some of which are discussed above.  
 
Most of those interviewed had made these assessments on moving into a new house. Evidently, this is 
an important trigger point where householders tend to consider the infrastructure of the dwelling and 
are sensitised to the possibility of spending large sums on. The propensity to refit and refurbish may be 
associated with some demographic groups more than others. For instance, Joseph Rowntree (1998) 
find that young householders who have recently moved tend to be the most active in improving and 
maintaining their homes.  

2.3 Getting the work done 
GfK 2 asked,  “who did the installation”? The response is given in Table 2. 

Table 2 : Who installs heating systems? 

 Percentage 
Professional installer 82 
Professional installer who is also a friend or relative 10 
Friend or relative 4 
Me or my spouse or partner 4 
 
Evidently, the vast majority of householders do not have the skills or the time to do such work and 
therefore a professional is employed. Yet, Joseph Rowntree (1998) suggests that householders have an 
endemic lack of trust of those in the plumbing and building trades. To test this, respondents were 
asked to state how much they agreed with the statement, “On the whole I would trust an installer I 
didn’t know to do a good job at a reasonable price”. Frequencies are shown in Table 3. 
 
Table 3 : Trust  in installers (%) 
 
Agree Strongly Agree Slightly Neither Agree nor 

Disagree 
Disagree Slightly Disagree Strongly 

12 22 6 22 38 
 
Almost 60% do not feel that they could trust an installer to do a good job at a reasonable price. 
Clearly, the installation industry suffers from something of an image problem. This can act as a 
profound disincentive in taking the initial steps to improve heating systems - especially where one has 
no pool of objective advice to call on to judge whatever the professional installer may say.  
 
In developing this pool much depends on the householders' network of friends and contacts within the 
building or plumbing trades. Those most likely to have a good network are people living near parents 
or family, people who had not moved for several years and people having friends and family in the 
trade. First time buyers, recent movers, single women and female single parents are the least likely to 
have a good network of relevant contacts (Joseph Rowntree, 1998).   
 
The following respondent had used a friend who was also a professional installer to do the work. His 
motives seem mainly concerned with trust, but also the relative cheapness of using a friend: 
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[Interviewer] “How did you choose the guy to do it?” 
“He is a friend of mine. So it was completely independent advice. And he had actually fitted one 
for a mutual friend of ours so I could actually ask him how it had performed with water, you 
know; was he getting enough water to run a bath, and was it ok for heating all the rooms, and 
things like that. Also there was the cheapness of it because he was a mate and also I could stand 
over his shoulder and say ‘what are you doing that for?’ ”.  

DH 
 

Failing a direct contact, the next best thing is a recommendation.  
 
“Basically, it has to be A, a recommendation. B, will they give a written quote and C, can they 
speak the Queen's English. That goes a long way actually”. 

BM   
 
One of the installers estimated that 80% of his work came from recommendations.  
 
Without either a contact within the trades or a recommendation, householders must hope they are 
lucky with an unknown name from sources such as the Yellow Pages. Assuming that the situation is 
not an emergency, the householder has an opportunity to obtain quotes from a number of installers.  
GfK 2 asked for the number of quotes that had been obtained. Results are shown in Table 4. 
 
Table 4 : Number of quotes obtained (%) 
 
 None 1 2 3 4 5 or more 
percentage 12 35 18 25 6 4 
Base: All those who said that they had time to gather information before installation 
 
It seems that only around half of the householders who had time to obtain information go to the 
trouble of making a comparison  - i.e., obtain more than one quote – perhaps this reflects the reliance 
of many on using an installer they have used before or has been recommended.   
 
For these reasons the Cowboy Builders Working Group, under the direction of the construction 
minister, Nick Raynsford, MP, have been charged with establishing a quality mark or endorsement to 
increase consumer confidence in choosing individuals in these trades (Combating Cowboy Builders, 
1999). It remains to be seen whether another badge will actually reassure the consumer, or be lost 
amongst the many others (e.g., CORGI, IoP, HVCA, Guild of Master Craftsmen).  

2.4 Attitudes to efficiency, environment and institutions 
Amongst those interviewed, none had negative attitudes to efficiency and two were particularly 
enthusiastic. Results from GfK 2 reflect this, as given in Table 5. This shows the response when asked 
to state the whether the respondent was “interested in home energy efficiency”. 
 
Table 5 :  Interest in home energy efficiency (%) 
 
Agree Strongly Agree Slightly Neither Agree nor 

Disagree 
Disagree Slightly Disagree Strongly 

36 42 8 6 8 
 
Similarly, when respondents were asked to state if important it was for them to ‘reduce their domestic 
energy use’ the following response was returned. 
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Table 6: Importance of reducing home energy use (%) 
 
Agree Strongly Agree Slightly Neither Agree nor 

Disagree 
Disagree Slightly Disagree Strongly 

45 26 12 12 5 

 

It seems that for the vast majority, attitudes to efficiency are positive. However, questionnaire 
responses such as these are notoriously idealistic. Interviews tend to suggest a more ambiguous 
picture. Positive attitudes to efficiency amongst the interviewees were usually qualified to the extent to 
which investments in efficiency saved money or added comfort.  
 

“What I thought of doing was having the windows taken out and replaced with double-glazing, but 
that would have cost me £2000. Now, I could have kept a fan heater going in there all the time for 
less than that over a number of years. So I know its not socially acceptable, but as far as I'm 
concerned its all a question of money versus heat and hassle”. 

Mrs R 
 
“I mean we all try and do our bit for the environment to a certain extent. So I do try to be energy 
efficient…actually its probably more money motivated actually”.  

DH 
 
Again, GfK 2 questionnaire results suggest a more optimistic picture. When asked about preparedness 
to “spend significantly more to heat the home in an environmentally friendly manner” the frequencies 
shown in Table 7 were returned. 
 

Table 7: Preparedness to spend significantly to heat the home in an environmentally friendly 
way (%) 

 
Agree Strongly Agree Slightly Neither Agree nor 

Disagree 
Disagree Slightly Disagree Strongly 

42 40 12 4 2 
 
Heating the home in an environmentally friendly manner may or may not involve the householder in 
changing heating equipment. One interpretation of this statement is that through simply paying more 
(on an ongoing basis) environmentally friendly heating can be provided. Consequently this statement 
may have been understood as paying more for a greener fuel supply rather than changing heating 
equipment. 
 
Surprisingly, interest in “heating water in a more environmentally friendly way” elicits a more equal 
response, with 40% stating that they would not be interested in this. 
 

Table 8: Interest in heating domestic hot water in a more environmentally friendly manner 

 
 
Agree Strongly Agree Slightly Neither Agree nor 

Disagree 
Disagree Slightly Disagree Strongly 

31 18 11 8 32 
 
An interest in using innovative techniques to heat the home is even less likely to arouse interest, as 
shown in Table 9.  
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Table 9: Interest in innovative heating techniques 
 
Agree Strongly Agree Slightly Neither Agree nor 

Disagree 
Disagree Slightly Disagree Strongly 

9 10 11 33 37 
 
This response is not entirely surprising. Adoption of an innovation is, almost by definition, confined to 
a minority. It requires personal risk and that the individual either has a strong normative motivation for 
the adoption or an appreciation of the relative advantages of the adopted system (Rogers, 1983).  
 
Perhaps these results also demonstrate the gulf between taking personal action and a general approval 
for others (government, manufacturers, etc.) to ensure that either the supply of fuels or the range of 
heating appliances are as environmentally friendly as possible. Certainly, amongst those interviewed, 
it seemed that environmental arguments for greater efficiency were either not recognised, or not 
considered sufficiently compelling to change personal behaviour beyond a certain point. The 
condensing boiler buyers were notable exceptions. Both gave details of the environmental arguments 
without prompting. 
 

[Interviewer] “Can you just tell me what you had done, and why?” 
“Motivation – member of Friends of the Earth and physics background, therefore painfully aware 
of the consequences of oxidising carbon compounds to CO2 and the relationship between that and 
greenhouse gas. We needed a new boiler anyway”. 

MT 
 
[Interviewer] “Was there anything else that motivated you to have the condensing type?” 
“It was emissions as well. They tend to have the lowest type of emissions, although that is not the 
only thing because you can get better boilers than the one that I’ve got – but nitrous oxide and stuff 
like that. Gas is fairly clean anyway though”. 

DF 
 

It is worth noting that both of these individuals were established professionals in a technical area - one 
a microelectronics engineer, the other a physicist. Following installation both had problems with their 
respective boilers. MT entered into a lengthy correspondence with the manufacturers concerning, 
amongst other things, the technical information provided in the installation instructions, whilst DF 
went to the trouble of designing a home-made electronic device which solved the boiler's control 
problems.  
 
It is likely that these kinds of skill and awareness give prospective buyers the confidence to invest in 
such technologies regardless of countervailing forces. They are ‘early adopters’, having the technical 
confidence and financial resources to take a small risk and, it seems, a self-conscious environmental 
orientation. Such characteristics are not randomly distributed throughout the population. Early 
adoption is invariably associated with individuals from higher socio-economic groups (Banks, 1999; 
Fisher and Price, 1992; Hackett and Lutzenhiser, 1990). 
 
There were different attitudes to the installation of efficient technologies between the NEA group and 
the others. Whereas the others had a sense that they had some at least some control over the 
installations, the NEA group felt differently. The NEA group were designated fuel poor, largely older, 
and on small fixed incomes. This group could not afford capital investments in heating equipment and 
were therefore reliant on the NEA and government schemes. This dependence seemed to have been 
translated into a sense that that the improvements to their homes had been ‘done to them’ rather than 
actively chosen and solicited. This was exemplified in a couple of instances when asked about 
motivation for the work. 
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[Interviewer] “What made you go ahead with the water heater. What was the motivation?” 
“Well Mr Fawcett suggested it in view of the fact that I couldn't afford to be running it as much as 
they thought I should be able to. If I could have afforded it I wouldn't have had the gas heater”.     

Mrs G 
 

“Before, we heated our water with an immersion heater They fitted the gas heater in the kitchen, 
and they thought that would be better”. 

JH 
 

The latter respondent later commented that she would not have asked for the work to be done had she 
realised the full implications (the loss of her airing cupboard). Both view efficiency solely as a means 
of saving money.  
 
It was quite apparent that the NEA respondents were living almost from week to week with every 
penny accounted for. They all knew exactly how much they spent on fuel bills and could describe in 
some detail how they used their energy services - for instance, when and for how long the immersion 
heater had been used. These individuals led ordered lives. However, the stories of the respondents 
about the neighbourhood depicted a general culture of disorder and poverty. All felt this was now 
changing for the better, however the scars were evident. Many of the houses were boarded up. Whole 
streets had been scheduled for demolition. One respondent told how the couple living beneath her 
continually broke into their own home because they only had one key between them. Neither partner 
trusted the other with the key hence the need to break in. Set against the exigencies of this kind of day 
to day reality it becomes easier to see why longer- or even medium-term objectives, such as improving 
the efficiency of the home, become peripheral - even when the work is being done for free. In this 
context, long term investment choices are not an option because the financial resources are simply not 
there, and because the day to day struggle to get by occupied most of a person’s intellectual and 
emotional energy (Zablocki and Kanter, 1976).     
 
As such, this present time orientation may partly explain the surprisingly low response rate to the NEA 
offer. Despite a series of mailings through every door, advertisements in local press and public 
meetings, less than a third of the residents of the Benwell area in Newcastle responded to the offer of 
up to £1000 worth of free energy efficiency improvements (double glazing, draft proofing, gas water 
heaters, etc). This is a significant offer, and would have added value to the home, given ongoing 
savings and improved comfort.  
 
This nexus of issues concerning stake-holding, trust in institutions, equity, shared agendas and social 
exclusion is at the heart of social marketing. It goes a long way in explaining contrasting adoption 
rates of efficient technologies between different strata within a society (Banks, 1999) or in responding 
positively to energy labels on cold appliances between this country and, say, the Netherlands and 
Denmark (Cool Labels, 1998; IER, 1998). Although environmental attitudes are apparently similar in 
these countries (SCPR, 1999), their societies are much less stratified and more democratic (at a local 
level) than our own (Harrison et al., 1996). Consequently, there tends to be greater acceptance of 
institutional agendas at the grass roots level and correspondingly greater uptake of institutionally 
sponsored initiatives (Cames, 1999).  

2.5 Specification and information use 
GfK 2 found that 35% of respondents described the boiler replacement situation as an ‘emergency’, 
whilst 70% felt that they had time to gather information prior to the work being done. This suggests 
that the need to replace a system immediately without opportunity for prior consultation, other than 
with the installer, only occurs in a third of cases. Hence there is usually the potential for innovative or 
efficient technologies to be assessed and considered by the majority. 
 
Most of those interviewed reported some background research and knew more or less what they 
wanted, at least in terms of the basic features of the system, before the installers were called in.  
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One individual had searched the web and gathered technical and price information about a number of 
boilers, another was insistent on buying a particular brand because of positive experiences with prior 
ownership of equipment by the same manufacturer. One of the condensing boiler buyers claimed to 
have been gathering information for between one and two years prior to the actual purchase! However 
a fourth, although knowing that she wanted a combi system, had left everything else to the installer. 
 

[Interviewer] “When they came round did they give you range of options to choose from or..?”  
“No, he just said this is the best one. I know I should have been more careful but he said they 
worked very well and everybody was happy with them. I didn't check. I just rang them up and said 
this is what I want, and he came round and said for a house this size you need this so I said go 
ahead and that was it.  No consideration. Ask the man and that was it. Oh God”. 

MR 
  

GfK reports that 71 % had only used information and advice provided by the installer when choosing 
the particular type of equipment to be installed. The remaining 29% were asked what other 
information sources they had used. A mix of responses was given. The most common included the use 
of a builders or plumbers merchants (20%), local energy advice centres (17%) and word of mouth 
(17%). The central heating information council, trades associations, local authorities, the energy 
savings trust and the electric or gas utility company were also mentioned in a few cases. It is notable 
that only two individuals from the sample of 113 mentioned conventional media sources  - TV and 
press adverts or programmes, such as those produced by the EST. The vast majority used sources 
where information must be actively sought.  
 
Only using information and advice from the installer does not necessarily mean that the installer 
effectively specified the product. Alternatives may have been offered or opinions sought on products 
that would not usually have been considered by the installer. To probe this specification process GfK 1 
asked, “Who made the choice over which boiler to install ?” The response is given in Table 10. 
 
Table 10: Who made the choice over the new boiler? 
 
 A member of the household 

with guidance from the installer 
The installer alone A member of the household with 

no guidance from the installer  
1997 51 27 22 
1998 46 27 27 
 
Around half of the respondents claim that at least some negotiation took place, whilst around a quarter 
claimed that they had no guidance from the installer. However, much may lie behind these responses – 
‘guidance from the installer’ may effectively mean that although the householder had the impression 
of being given a choice in fact the system was chosen for them. Equally, the relative influence of the 
installer may be different depending on whether it is the system that is being chosen (e.g., combi 
boiler, back boiler or conventional storage boiler) or the make and model. For example, it may that 
infrastructure of the house is only suitable for certain types of system, whilst the householder may 
have more say in the make or model within that system type. In principle, it is at the point of 
specification of manufacturer or model that a condensing boiler could be requested. GfK 1 asked, 
“How important was the manufacturers name or brand when deciding which boiler to install”. The 
response is shown in Table 11. 
 

Table 11: Importance of manufacturer or model 

 
 
 Not stated Very important Fairly important Not very important  Not at all 

important 
1997 15 16 19 23 27 
1998 15 21 14 18 32 
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Evidently, around one third of householders feel that the model or manufacturer was an important 
criterion in their choice.  
 
There remains the issue of the relative influence on the installer in determining the model and or 
system. GfK 1 asked, “Why was that particular model chosen?” For this question, data from 1994 
onwards were provided. The answers are shown in Table 12. 
 
Table 12: Reason for choice of specific brand/make 
 
 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 
Recommendation from installer 50 50 54 61 65 
Well known make/brand 10 11 9 8 10 
Price 9 7 6 7 10 
Fuel savings/ running costs 7 6 8 5 5 
Appearance 5 4 5 6 4 
Other 19 22 18 13 6 

 

GfK 2 also asked respondents to describe the influence of the installer in deciding the system and 
make or model respectively. The responses are shown in Table 13. 
 
Table 13: Influence of installer over system and make or model (%) 
 
 System choice Make and model choice 
I left it up to him 56 50 
He gave me a few choices and I chose between them 10 13 
I decided and he gave some options 7 7 
I decided  20 23 
Other 7 7 
 
Figures in Table 12 and Table 13 suggest a much greater sole influence of the installer, over both 
specifying the system and the make or model, than suggested from Table 1. However, there is still a 
substantial fraction of householders who specify both aspects of the new installation without influence 
from the installer.    
 
A dependence on installer advice, although seemingly prevalent across all social groups, may 
nonetheless be associated more with some than others. The use of networks and contacts in initially 
choosing the installer has already been mentioned. There is evidence that the development of such 
networks may be linked with life-stage and duration in the same residence. It is likely that the same 
network of contacts is also useful in judging what the installer may say and in suggesting alternatives. 
Consequently, as the UK population becomes more mobile, it is likely that householders will be 
increasingly reliant on the advice of the installer. Figures presented in Table 13 do show such a trend, 
but cannot be regarded as conclusive.  

2.6 Fuel switching 
Interviewees were virtually unanimous in their preference for gas over electricity for heating water and 
space. Where other systems had been installed this was because there was no gas main nearby. This 
was the situation in two households. Of these two, one had installed electric storage heating because 
the capital costs were cheaper and the economy seven rate was attractive, whilst the other had installed 
an oil fired boiler because they didn't like the idea of being totally dependent on electricity for all their 
energy services in case of power cuts.  
 
A widespread preference for gas was confirmed by the survey results. When asked to state their level 
of agreement with the statement, “If possible, I would prefer to use gas rather than electricity to heat 
my water” the response shown in Table 14 was returned. 
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Table 104: Preference for gas or electricity for heating water 

 
  Agree Strongly Agree Slightly Neither Agree nor 

Disagree 
Disagree Slightly Disagree Strongly 

35 36 16 7 6 
 
In addition, GfK 1 asked those who had installed electric heating to state their reasons for doing so. 
92% responded that it was because they had no choice (3% “have always had this fuel”; 6% “no 
particular reason”). The comparable figure for those who had installed gas heating was 3%.    
 
Amongst those interviewed, attitudes to gas as a cooking fuel were more mixed. A few preferred 
electricity because it was seen as cleaner. Interestingly, this was the case in the household of one the 
condensing boiler buyers where the spouse preferred electric cooking appliances.  
 

[Interviewer] “Have you considered changing any of your other appliances to gas?” 
“No. We have electric cooking  - both hob and oven. And we would stay with electric at the 
moment because my wife prefers electric anyway and also we haven't got gas plumbed to the 
kitchen. There are of course different considerations - its not just efficiency of course - its 
cleanliness and controllability to a certain extent.”  

DF  
 
This suggests that the most influential individual in household decision-making may vary depending 
on the technology to be chosen. It seems the choice of kitchen appliances (and hence, potentially, the 
fuel type for them) often remains the domain of the woman whilst the male spouse has responsibility 
or other areas and decides on acceptable prices (Wilhite and Ling, 1990; UNED, 1999). 
 
However, most of those interviewed preferred gas for cooking. When asked why, the usual response 
was concerned with controllability and visual aspects, either symbolically: 
 

“And from cooking point of view there is certainly a sentimental attraction to the living flame.” 
NH 

 
or, in one case, because of safety reasons, 

 
[Interviewer] “Why do you prefer gas?” 
“I think because you can see it. I used to work for Age Concern where we would cook with 
electricity and I didn't like it. When you turn on the gas you can see that it's glowing and you can 
see when it's off. The electric keeps the heat for ages and takes too long to cool down  - no, I much 
prefer the gas.” 

Mrs B  
  

More generally none of the interviewees expressed any safety concerns regarding the use of gas. 
Indeed, one respondent felt that her new instantaneous gas water heating system was safer because it 
was problematic to remember to turn the immersion heater off. She would "hear it boiling" and "run 
upstairs to switch it off".  To probe attitudes concerned with the relative safety of these fuels, GfK 2 
gave the statement, “electricity is safer than gas for heating water”. The response in  
Table 115 was returned. 
 
Table 115: Electricity safer than gas for heating water? 
 
Agree Strongly Agree Slightly Neither Agree nor 

Disagree 
 

Disagree Slightly Disagree Strongly 

46 27 19 3 5 
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Evidently most feel that electricity is safer. However, this does not mean that gas is widely considered 
unsafe. Certainly, given the level of preference of gas over electricity, any safety concerns that 
respondents may have seem to be secondary. 
  
All in the NEA group were very pleased with the quality of service of the gas water heaters (installed 
in place of electric immersion heaters) and the feeling that they were cheaper to run. Nonetheless, 
some respondents had mixed feelings about the switch because the replaced immersion heaters seemed 
to be providing a number of additional services – as space heaters, dryers and airing cupboards - which 
the gas heaters did not replace. 
 

[Interviewer] “How do you feel about the loss of the airing cupboard?” 
“Well yes, I do miss it because I used to put underwear and bits and pieces like that in there 
whereas now I just use the dryer.” 

Mrs G 
 
“There's only one thing, the heater itself has been superb, I can't have any grumbles about that, 
instant hot water. Of course we had that before with the immersion heater but I had to lose my 
airing cupboard and that has been a sore point with me because I had shelves with racks and in the 
winter that's where the clothes used to be aired. You see, not dried, but aired, and I've lost that.” 

JH 
 
Further probing revealed that JH had kept her immersion heater on constantly because it also 
functioned as a space heater for the bathroom and a spare bedroom. Following its disconnection she 
had been forced to buy some electric convection heaters to heat the spare room.  
 
Because of these substitution effects it is likely that net CO2 reductions in these households will be 
very small. There may even be CO2 gains in some circumstances. These kinds of effects should be 
addressed when devising policy. The same (or improved) services must be replaced or obviated when 
encouraging installation of more efficient (or less polluting) equipment. 

2.7 Enter the condensing boiler 
There is prima facie evidence from the interviews that the work of the EST in promoting condensing 
boilers (CBs) has worked in some instances. Amongst the interviewed group, the initial impetus for 
one of the CB acquisitions followed receipt of EST literature whilst the other CB buyer had heard of 
the campaign and was aware of the rebate. What is more, one CB buyer claimed that his acquisition 
had already led two other individuals to buy them. However, none of the other respondents had heard 
of the government and EST's efforts in this respect. Nor did I find any recognition of the Einstein 
campaign.  
 
This is perhaps a little surprising given that those interviewed were the prime target groups for the 
EST's messages. That is, middle class individuals with some disposable income intending to change 
their heating systems and an officially designated ‘fuel poor’ group who have much to gain from 
providing their energy services more efficiently.  
 
This is unlikely to be a peculiarity of the EST campaign. All such information campaigns have low 
awareness and response rates. Reasons for particularly low response rates amongst groups like the 
NEA group have already been outlined. To gauge awareness of the EST’s campaign on condensing 
boilers amongst the target group of new boiler buyers, GfK 2 respondents were asked if they were 
aware that the government was offering rebates on the purchase of efficient boilers. Only twenty 
percent said they were aware of the scheme.     
 
Even assuming a fully aware and motivated householder there remains the issue that it is the installer 
who generally is the specifier of the new system. If this is combined with conservative attitudes to 
newer technologies then the consequences for penetration of condensing boilers are obvious. Both the 



Lower Carbon Futures: Appendix C 

C13 

condensing boiler purchasers in the interviewed sample had encountered reticence and obstruction 
from the installers, 
 

“..I found a perceived hostility amongst many heating installers to condensing flue boilers when I 
made enquiries. Very striking that. I received the impression that they were expensive, unreliable, 
dodgy, untrusted technology.”   

MT 
 
This resulted in one of these individuals installing the boiler himself, 
 

[Interviewer] “So you were thinking of actually installing it yourself?” 
“Yes - I did do that. And there is a good reason for that. I phoned about seven heating installers 
about installing condensing boilers of which only two would actually consider installing them. 
Five of them varied from being, ‘are you sure you know what you want’ to ‘Oh no - we don't 
install those’. So they were questioning me about my choice of boiler which I was quite surprised 
at.”  

DF 
  
It is notable that both CB buyers emphasised an environmental dimension to their choice. Perhaps it is 
this extra dimension (over and above financial savings) that gave them the conviction to insist on the 
condensing boiler despite installer pressure for something else. It is likely that many others, perhaps 
without this awareness or orientation, would have bowed to installer pressure and had a conventional 
boiler installed instead. 
 
Despite positive attitudes to efficiency found in the surveys, Table 12 suggests that only around 5% 
used efficiency as the principle criterion for selecting the make or model of boiler. However, it is also 
notable that whilst the installer’s recommendation remains the dominant criterion for make or model 
choice, price is the prime consideration of only around 10% of respondents. Since only around 50% of 
respondents obtain more than one quote, and given this reliance on installer advice to the point were 
price is a secondary issue, it is apparent that there is a great opportunity for an enthusiastic installer to 
encourage the householder to invest a little more in efficient equipment. 

2.8 Conclusion 
Heating systems are changed for three main reasons: breakdown, upgrading or changing household 
needs. The propensity to actually begin the process of getting the work done seems related to stage in 
the life-cycle, financial resources, confidence in installers, and moving into a new home.           
 
For heating requirements, there was no suggestion that conversion to gas was problematic. Generally, 
the group felt that gas was cheaper and more convenient. However, it is known that some on lower 
incomes resist conversion to central heating systems (which would, in the main, be gas fuelled) 
because of anxieties over automated control leading to higher fuel bills.  
 
Where gas appliances are to replace electric systems they should duplicate or obviate the services 
provided by those systems. In some cases these are not obvious - for instance the use of the immersion 
heater to provide an airing cupboard and space heating. One respondent claimed that she would not 
have had the work done if she had been aware that she would lose these additional services.   
 
Attitudes towards energy efficiency were positive. However, because efficient technologies are often 
only seen as a means of saving money (rather than reducing pollution) a form of cost-benefit analysis 
becomes a logical means of assessing their worth. As such, where savings are small or not of great 
importance, arguments for efficiency become marginalised. Even where an environmental dimension 
is acknowledged the householder may not feel that this is a reason to alter decision-making. 
 
There seems to be a stubborn assumption in the policy-making community that when presented with 
information, all groups will use it in a logical way to come to the optimal decision. Although it is 
undoubtedly true that a few highly competent individuals will come to considered decisions and then 



Lower Carbon Futures: Appendix C 

C14 

ensure that they are executed, it is unlikely that this is the case for many or most. This is particularly 
evident in the specification of heating systems. Much will depend on recommendation, hearsay, what 
is available, what is trusted, etc. What is more, even assuming a fully informed and motivated 
householder, many of the most important decisions influencing what is installed will be taken by the 
installer.  
 
In the case of groups feeling that they do not have either much control over their lives, or much stake 
in institutional agendas, it should be expected that wholehearted adoption and use of institutional 
information, such as appeals by the Energy Saving Trust to buy efficient boilers, will be minimal.       
 

3 Installers 

3.1 Sample 
Six installers from Reading and Oxford. All interviewed for approximately one hour, for which they 
were paid £20. All had been professional plumbers and heating installers for at least twenty years. 
Interviews were also conducted with the chief executives of the Institute of Plumbing (IoP) and the 
British Plumbing Employers Council (BPEC). The IoP is the largest of the professional bodies  
representing plumbers in the UK. BPEC is the quango responsible for overseeing training.  

3.2 Attitudes to institutions 
There are a number of institutions impinging on the working lives of installers. The most important 
include CORGI (Council of Registered Gas Installers) and the trade associations and other 
professional bodies. Attitudes to organisations such as the Institute of Plumbing (IoP) are rather 
ambivalent. There is a sense that some of these organisations have become remote and self-
aggrandising, no longer able or willing to give practical advice at the local level. Certainly, the behind 
the scenes lobbying for the plumbing industry at policy and institutional levels was not acknowledged. 
Indeed, one installer cancelled his subscription on hearing that the IoP were holding their biennial 
meeting in Tokyo.  He felt his subscription money was being used to fund a self-serving institution 
that did little useful for him in return.  
 

“And when it got to the annual general meeting in Tokyo - I'm afraid I drew the line then. Because 
they were jetting out all these executives. They were all going to the dos with dickie-bows. It was 
no longer the local lad ringing up saying I need some advice.”   

DR 
 

Those who had remained members of a trade association had had almost no contact with the 
organisations throughout their working lives. One respondent said that they are "there if you need 
them" however he had only asked the Association of Plumbing, Mechanical and Heating Engineers for 
advice once in over 30 years in the industry. Another, a plumber for 25 years, had only once been on 
an IoP event - an organised trip to the Armitage Shanks factory.  
 
As such, it seems any technical information provision role of the TAs is not generally used. In any 
case, it is felt that there is already a huge amount of information and materials available from the 
manufacturers. Consequently, specific questions concerning equipment and installation are more likely 
to be directed to the manufacturer rather than a trade association.  
 
In short, as far as the installers I spoke to were concerned, the chief role of the TAs was in providing 
an official logo for adverts and publicity that can be used to reassure potential customers that the 
installer is in some way officially approved.  
 
CORGI, under the guidance of the Health and Safety Executive, is the body overseeing the training 
and registration of installers as ‘competent’ persons able to install gas appliances safely. It is illegal to 
work as a gas installer without this registration. To gain registration, installers must first pass a number 
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of exams to gain a nationally accredited certification, fill out an application form, consent to a pre-
registration assessment from a CORGI representative and then pay an annual fee of around £160. 
 
CORGI seems to fare little better in some installers' estimation. New regulations and the recent 
reorganisation of the gas safety training have made the respondents wary of CORGI’s role and 
allegiances. 
 

“I'm a member of CORGI, but only because I have to be because they don't do anything for us 
either. They are shafting every fitter, taking the money  - it has to be said. They say they are 
offering a service. If I do ring CORGI I have to go through so many Philadelphia cheese girls 
[vacant secretaries as in the advertisement] to get to the right person and then all I can do is ask for 
a site visit and he will come out and tell me what I know anyway.” 

DR 
 
There is an acceptance that the safety aspects of the plumbing industry must be regulated through 
official bodies but there is also a sense that the burden of changing the industry has been mostly 
shouldered by the ordinary installers. Interviewees generally felt they were continually being asked to 
change their working practises, increase their subscriptions, retrain and, newly, accept personal 
liability for any accident that may occur due to their workmanship, etc. without being given adequate 
support (both financially and advisory).  
 

“I always think that they keep bringing out new rules and regulations and some of them are 
ridiculous. Some of the things they ask you to do are almost impossible anyway.” 

DM   
 
All of those spoken to felt that this was driving people and smaller firms out of the industry in 
unprecedented numbers.  

 
“You are legally liable now if the boiler blows up, whereas before it was the company. I think it 
will be a good thing [CORGI registration], but a lot of people are standing back now and don't 
want the worry of it. You'd be surprised, you ring up people and they say, no, we don't do gas 
anymore.” 

RP   
 
“I'm 60 now and I believe that in 10-12 years time, little firms like ours won't exist because of the 
Health and Safety legislation. You're going to need a full time solicitor to unravel it all. It’s very 
complex.” 

JH 
 
Although a value is seen in the certification process, there was a feeling that some sort of financial 
support should be provided for those choosing to do the basic course. The course itself costs around 
£400, plus the additional money lost through the days off work.  
 
There is also a social barrier, in that many older individuals in the plumbing industry are rather wary 
of having to sit in a classroom and take exams – one installer remarked that the reason that they 
became plumbers in the first place was because they wanted to get away from exams and formal 
schooling. Given that the population of plumbers and heating engineers is already ageing, it is likely 
that a substantial fraction of the installers in this country will leave the profession, either taking early 
retirement or switching to non-gas work such as only installing kitchens and bathrooms, etc. 
 

[Interviewer] “How do you think the registration has affected your trade?” 
“Well, I can only speak for the older generation. The older ones near retirement don't want to 
spend their money and sit in a classroom basically. They feel that I've only got a couple of years to 
do, why should I spend all this money getting ACOPS approval.”  

JD 
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That a householder can attempt to install a gas fuelled heating system in their own home without any 
supervision or licence whilst a skilled craftsman cannot without taking an exam is an irony not lost on 
anyone.  

3.3 Getting work   
There are a number of common reasons for initially calling in the plumber to work on existing 
properties. Most obviously when something has gone wrong. If it is an emergency then there is usually 
no opportunity for getting a few quotes to fix the problem. However, it seems that often the plumber 
that initially deals with the problem usually gets the larger job of a more permanent fixing of the 
system or replacing it altogether.  
 

[with reference to getting work] “It depends how pressured it is. If there is water gushing out all 
over the floor then the job will normally go to the whoever gets first on site and stops it because 
the customer is obviously beholden to you. Its not very often they get someone else in.” 

DR 
 

Some individuals have their boilers regularly serviced every year. Certainly, amongst new boiler 
buyers, GfK 1 found that 23-29 % have taken out a service contract. At such times the plumber will be 
able to make suggestions if the equipment looks as though it is about to fail. There is the impression 
that those people with such service contracts are generally more elderly and retired. Younger people 
are thought to be less concerned with boiler maintenance, and will not act until the system has broken 
down. 
 

“A lot of people - the boiler is on the wall - they forget all about it until it packs up. Then they ring 
you. But there are people who are paranoid. They have to have the boiler serviced every year. It’s 
piece of mind for them.”  
[Interviewer] “Can you characterise those kinds of people?” 
“They are usually older, middle class, a lot of retired people. The younger jet-setting lot doesn’t 
care. They'll go until it breaks down and then get it fixed.” 

JD 
 

This may be partly because elderly and retired people tend to spend longer in the home and generally 
have more of an emotional investment in it. Also, effective heating is particularly important to elderly 
people for health and comfort reasons. In addition, having to find a large capital sum for a major 
heating system replacement may be very difficult for those on fixed incomes with little savings. Better 
to ensure that the existing system somehow carries on through regular maintenance. There may also be 
cultural reasons - older generations seem more disposed to try to mend and maintain equipment than 
younger ones.             
 
As found earlier, another common route is through home improvements - building an extension, 
replacing the kitchen, removing a back boiler to put the original fireplace back in. Once the plumber is 
in the door he may make other suggestions for improving the heating and hot water system. With all 
the upheaval going on anyway it makes sense to get as much other work done at the same time as 
possible.  
 
Where an extension is being built there is usually a clear need to increase the rating of the boiler, and 
hence get a new one fitted, however boiler replacements can also take place for aesthetic reasons - old 
floor standing boilers can ruin the look of a designer kitchen. 
 

“On the older property you often have a floor standing boiler. It is stood in the corner and it is 
getting in the way of this grand designer kitchen they are having installed, so they'll call me to get 
rid of it. I usually have the control where it is positioned. There are very, very few customers who 
actually know what they want.” 

JD  
 
Finally, there is the fuel-switching route. A common view was that electric heating systems are hard to 
control, ineffective and expensive to run - but cheap to buy and install. All of those I asked had 
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removed electric heating and replaced it with a wet system at some point. In their experience the 
reverse had never happened.  
 
Interviewees felt that they are rarely called in to ‘improve’ the heating system as such. If the system 
works, even badly, people seem to put up with it or work around it. As suggested by the GfK surveys, 
improvements to heating and hot water systems tend to take place on the back of either structural 
changes to the house, because the existing system has completely broken down or because, in the 
installers view, it is about to fail.  
 

[Interviewer] “At what point in the customer’s mind do they decide to change their heating 
system?” 
“When it goes wrong. But it’s also things like getting an extension on the house. When you get in 
the door, then they say, oh while you are here can I improve this or that - but nobody calls us in to 
say, ‘improve it!’ ” 

RP    
 

3.4 Specification 
Specification differs depending on whether the installer is self-employed or works for a company. 
Those working for a company may have less say in the specification of the heating system, which may 
be the responsibility of a heating engineer or other desk-bound individual within the company.  
 
Those installers who are self-employed will generally decide what is appropriate (rather than the 
householder) unless the job is large or unusual  (for instance, a small hotel or dental practice) in which 
case a heating engineer may be asked to look at the plans and make recommendations. 
 
The specification process also differs depending on whether the installation is new build or in existing 
properties.  
 

3.5 Specification in new build  
Larger housing developers will often specify exactly what manufacturer and system types are to be 
installed. This is because they have either formal or informal links with the manufacturer of the 
heating system. No payment is made, however it is understood that only the heating manufacturer's 
products will be specified to the contracted installers. In addition, the developer can expect to get good 
rates on a heating system if they are buying in bulk. The system will arrive on site as a kit and be 
installed as part of the planned sequence in which a new home is built and equipped.  
 
Smaller builders and housing developers may have built up relationships with local heating and 
ventilation companies. When a job comes in, the builder will tend to turn to a trusted company that he 
has worked with in the past. Again, the plans will handed over  - this time to the local company rather 
than the manufacturer. Specification of the size of the boiler, the position of the radiators, etc., will 
then be calculated based on the room sizes, the number of air changes and the U values of the building 
fabric using rules of thumb or computer programs. 
 
In the case of local authorities and housing associations, specifications for the heating systems will be 
decided either in house or in consultation with the building contractors. As for other new build 
projects, heating systems will probably be delivered as a kit and be installed in systematic fashion with 
minimal input in terms of specification from the contracted installer. 
 
Many of the installers I spoke to did not enjoy the new build type work. Warm houses and friendly 
housewives are preferable to bleak, muddy building sites and repetitive installations. One company I 
spoke to go out of their way to avoid this type of work. Specification in new build is further discussed 
in 5.2.  
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3.6 Specification in existing homes. 
In this context, the installer usually often has control over the specification. Indeed, the view of the 
installer is that, in general, the householder will only express a preference for a few basic features, 
such as where they want the radiators, and whether they want a hot water tank or not. Occasionally 
people will also request a particular boiler manufacturer because they have had positive experiences 
with that make in the past, or because it has been recommended. However, in general, installers feel 
that choice of manufacturer, boiler rating, improvements to controls, etc., is left to them. Indeed, it is 
felt that most people do not want to think about the boiler and would rather it was hidden away from 
view in a false cupboard.  
 
There are a number of constraints on what the installer can choose. Most obviously, there is the issue 
of cost. The installer knows that the householder may get more than one quote for the job, so it is 
important to put in a good price. Despite this, the domestic market in the South is evidently a sellers 
market. All of those I spoke to seemed swamped with work. Therefore, although it’s advisable to put 
in a low price to get the work, it doesn't have to be rock bottom. If that means that you don't get the job 
- never mind - at present there is more than enough work to go around. In addition, self-employed 
plumbers seem to get much of their work through recommendation and can therefore trade on their 
reputations as well as the bottom line. 
 

“I do have a small advert in the yellow pages advertising my gas appliance servicing, but 80% of it 
is recommendations and existing customers.” 

JD 
 

Given that householders generally rely on the installer for specification, and that giving a low quote is 
not the sole criterion for getting work, it might be supposed that there was some scope here for 
suggesting more expensive and more efficient equipment without compromising business. 
 
IoP feels that a substantial amount of plumbing and heating work is done informally using friends and 
acquaintances. The work may be done for cash or in kind, or even as an exchange of favours. Whilst 
not all of this work will be substandard, it is more likely to be so given that the requirements of the 
regulations are less likely to be adhered to. This may be the only way in which some people  - 
particularly those on lower incomes - can get afford repairs and improvements to their homes. 
Certainly, it seems less likely that efficiency considerations will be important factors in such 
situations.  
 
All gave the impression that efforts are made to fit the system that is most appropriate for the lifestyle 
of the occupants, and that there would usually be a fair amount of questioning by the installer to find 
out what was required. For instance, three of those I spoke to made the same distinction between the 
heating and hot water requirements of a single elderly person and a working family. The former 
requires the heating on all day and uses very little hot water. The latter only turns the heating on in the 
evening and requires large amounts of hot water in a short space of time. A combination boiler would 
be appropriate for the elderly person, and a conventional boiler with large amounts of hot water 
storage would be appropriate for the family. Boilers must also be sized to take account of future 
extensions and building plans. 
 
In general there seemed to be a certain amount of professional pride in installing a heating system that 
was well controlled and that closely matched the needs of the occupants both for the present and the 
future.  

3.7 Choosing the manufacturer and model 
The general view was that there are a number of boiler manufacturers in the marketplace, all making 
good quality products, and that all comparable boilers are similarly priced. How then do installers 
choose between them? Each installer seemed to have a preference for one or two manufacturers 
depending on what kind of boiler was being installed. For instance, two mentioned Worcester as the 
best for combination boilers, whilst Baxi make great back boilers. Potterton, Gloworm and Valiant are 
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reasonably good for everything else. Other than such pieces of ‘insider knowledge’ and a respect for 
established brands, particular manufacturers tend to be selected based on individual experience.  
 
Reliability is paramount. An installer does not want be called back to fix something. It is not good for 
one’s professional reputation and the time spent is not usually chargeable.  
 

“We tend to stick to what we know. The last thing we want is for them to say, ‘this boiler you've 
just installed isn't working’ because we don't get paid for going back and the customer doesn't 
want it. To be honest we just want to put it in and forget it and carry on with the next one. You 
don't try things just for the cost  - to try and save £30-40 on a boiler.”  

RP 
 

Hence it is better to stick with what is known and trusted, and perhaps ask the householder to spend a 
little more to get a good quality product. 
 
Each boiler is different and there is a limit to the detailed understanding that an installer can have of 
all manufacturers and all models. It makes sense to specialise in a few for which one knows that one 
has the right tools and spares should anything go wrong. 
 

[Interviewer] “So once you have training in a certain range of products you don't have to keep 
going back learning about other boilers?” 
[Respondent] “That's right and of course we keep a range of spares for that one make of boiler. 
Whereas if you are going to start using say, Potterton or Glowworm, you are going to need to keep 
a range of their spares as well because they all like to make things a little differently - they are not 
interchangeable.”  

JH 
 

“We do an awful lot of work for Baxi. All the Baxi boilers I know inside out. My tools are not 
necessarily geared to Baxi, but I know what tool to pick up for a particular part of a boiler. I just 
naturally do it because I know that screwdriver will fit that and I know that adjustable will fit that 
whereas with another make I might be fumbling around until I get the right tool.”    

DR 
 

Clearly, it is in the interests of manufacturers to encourage a loyalty to their brand. Although this will 
tend to happen anyway (for the reasons outlined above) manufacturers also offer their own incentives, 
to both generate loyalty and to increase market share by encouraging installers to change their 
preferred brand. For instance, some manufacturers run points for prizes schemes. For every boiler 
purchased, the buyer will gain a certain amount of points. The points can be exchanged for TV sets, 
golfing gear, etc.  
 
Also, all the big manufacturers go to great lengths to provide advice and assistance with dedicated 
phone-lines, websites and comprehensive after sales service. They also have rolling programmes of 
training courses to familiarise installers with their products. Some even have their own permanent 
training centres across the country.  
 
Over time the combination of these factors means a relationship develops with particular 
manufacturers which is mutually beneficial. The manufacturers gain a certain amount of brand loyalty; 
the installers gain expertise in particular systems and good after sales support. The negative side is that 
installers are quite understandably rather conservative and wary of new or innovative products, 
especially if they are made by an unfamiliar manufacturer.  
 

3.8 Energy efficiency 
I found a generally positive attitude to the notion of making heating systems more efficient:  
 

“Yes, efficiency. That is something I try to drum home to the customer more than anything else.” 
DM 
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However, there was a general view that as condensing boilers were not really financially viable (see 
below), modern conventional boilers are, in any case, extremely efficient compared with what is 
usually replaced, and that minimising secondary gains through insulating primary pipes produces 
marginal savings, the main area in which efficiency could be improved (other than in simply installing 
a conventional modern boiler) is in better control of the system.  
 
In other words, more efficiency was usually understood as providing better service through delivering 
sufficient controlled heat to where it is required, rather than simply extracting more energy from the 
fuel. 
 

“I think energy conservation is more in electronic gadgets or controls than anything else so all this 
business of insulating hot pipes from the cylinder to the bath  - that's ridiculous really.”   

DM 
 
Accordingly, thermostatic radiator valves and electronic controls were often mentioned approvingly 
but both also are seen to have limitations. TRV's are only appropriate in some situations whilst 
sophisticated electronic controls can be beyond the comprehension of some householders (and some 
installers) and may require being periodically reset by a professional.  
 
In terms of hot water supply, most mentioned the combination boiler as being a good solution 
wherever the lifestyle of the occupants permitted. 
 

“I think the most economical thing anybody can do, say in an average three bedroomed semi or 
small detached house, would probably be a combination boiler. They are very economical because 
you only heat the water you use.”   

   JH 
 
Other installers mentioned improving the speed with which the hot water tank heated (which may or 
may not save energy), and arranging the system so that the water draw off points are as near the supply 
as possible. There are, in any case, regulations that specify the maximum volume of pipe between the 
hot water supply and where it emerges from a tap.  
 
An emphasis over control and service over energy saving per se was also exemplified by the use of 
secondary loops to deliver instant hot water to taps. Although this practice undoubtedly saves water 
and improves the hot water service for those who formerly had ‘dead legs’, a pipe of continuously 
flowing hot water has questionable energy saving credentials.   
    
It seems that improvements to the efficiency of the heating systems and the generally positive attitudes 
that installers have towards them (because improvements in efficiency are usually compatible with 
better control and service) seem to happen despite, rather than because of, strong householder attitudes 
on the subject. As the first quote in this section suggests, the desirability of efficiency is something 
that has to be ‘drummed into’ the customers.  
 

[Interviewer] “In your experience have any of the households you've done work for asked you for 
something that was as energy efficient as possible?”     
“No - they haven’t. They have never said to me that they want something that is 95% efficient. 
They never look at efficiency. They want something that heats the house.” 

JD 
 

3.9 The condensing boiler 
Attitudes to this were equivocal. All knew of the technology and most had fitted one. Even those who 
had not fitted one before did not perceive a difficulty in doing so: creating the drain for the condensate 
does not seem to be an issue. However, no one had fitted more than a handful.  
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There is a perception that there is no demand for the CB (some said that they had never been asked by 
an ordinary householder to fit a CB) and, bearing in mind that householders may ask for a number of 
quotes, it makes no sense to suggest one thereby quoting a price that may be up to seven hundred 
pounds more - unless given a clear lead to do so by the householder (which seems rare in the extreme). 
 

“If you stick another £300 on for a condensing boiler that can make the difference between getting 
you to do the job or not. So unless they actually stress a condensing boiler, you don't price for it.” 

DR 
 

“The problem is that when we go to someone's house to measure up and give a quotation they are 
always looking for the cheapest price. The average guy. There are wealthier people who will spend 
more money on things like that [a condensing boiler] but the average guy in the average house - he 
wants a cheap efficient heating system. We find, anyway.” 

JH    
 
Despite these perceptions of the importance of the quote, evidence presented in 2.5 and 3.3 suggests 
that installers may have considerably more leeway than they imagine. 
  
In addition to the extra cost there also seems to be a perception amongst some that the condensing 
boiler is not really appropriate for ordinary domestic use where boilers don't have to work hard enough 
for long enough to get into ‘condensing mode’ and hence generate the savings.  
 

“And certainly a condensing boiler isn't much more efficient or cheaper to run, unless it is in full 
condensing mode all the time which really doesn't happen.” 
[Interviewer] “What conditions would allow that to happen?” 
“If it was very cold and the boiler was working hard all the time…I think the big sell on 
condensing boilers is their green properties rather than savings on running costs.” 

JH 
 

This is actually a myth (and a seemingly very widely held one). The extra energy saving through 
capturing the latent heat of vaporisation (thereby causing the flue gas to condense) is small compared 
to the extra sensible heat gained over conventional boilers due to the CB's larger area of heat 
exchangers. Consequently, CBs are substantially more efficient than conventional types whether they 
are causing flue gas to condense or not. However, it is evident that the more the boiler must be used 
the quicker the extra expense of a condensing boiler would be paid off.  
 
Given a perception of a marginal energy saving when installed in domestic properties, it is hardly 
surprising that the substantial extra costs do not seem justified. 
    

“No-one ever asks you for one [a condensing boiler] unless they are really clued up and I've never 
come across one myself. But anyway, anything average like a terrace or a semi, condensing boilers 
are of no benefit because of the extra cost - big houses, yes.” 

JD  
“Condensing boilers are there but there is no incentive to put them in.”  
[Interviewer] “Why do you say that ?” 
“Cost mostly.”  

DR 
 
In summary, a vicious circle seems to be operating. Installers don't suggest CB's because they are too 
expensive, and they do not perceive any overt demand for them (because there is almost none). 
Therefore, householders who may have been interested are not aware of the CB as an option. 
Consequently, a conventional boiler is installed where, had the condensing type gone in, it is likely 
that the householder would have told others, thus helping to stimulate further demand in the wider 
marketplace. Instead, demand for this technology remains small, economies of scale cannot be 
levered, and the so the price of the CB remains relatively high. Consequently, installers do not suggest 
them, and so on. 
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This seems to be an instance where both demand and supply need to be simultaneously encouraged so 
that the market takes off. At present, the two sides act negatively on each other. 
 

3.10 Who does buy condensing boilers? 
Clearly some CBs are installed each year. EST estimates around 40,000. Regarding the few private 
households that had installed a CB, installers were asked what kind of place or people they went to. 
There was no real consensus: a couple of installers mentioned bigger detached houses where money 
was not an object. Another mentioned an electronics engineer.  
 
Amongst institutions, housing developers are also perceived to be uninterested in using CBs - again 
because it is thought that the marginal extra cost will make their product uncompetitive and that they 
fear they cannot pass on even a few hundred extra pounds on the purchase price to the consumer.  
 
At present, in the installers view, the installation of CBs seems confined to the offices of bodies which 
have government functions (one example given was a Jobcentre), local authority housing, and 
occasionally, housing association developments. Clearly, these are all institutions that have an overtly 
social function. Profit margins are not an issue and longer-term thinking is possible. As one installer 
put it: 
 

“I suppose you could say that they don't live in the real world. The choice is out of the builder's 
hands who has to make a profit, whereas councils may just think, ‘fit the best’, whether or not it is 
justified.”      

JH 
 

3.11 Conclusion  
Installers are broadly responsible for the specification of heating systems in existing housing. They 
have many good reasons to be conservative in suggesting brands and models to householders. This 
conservatism will inevitably orient installers away from new or innovative products especially when 
they are made by an unfamiliar manufacturer. Whilst the condensing boiler is not new it remains 
relatively innovative and is often significantly more expensive than conventional boilers. In addition it 
is often perceived as giving only marginal energy savings in the domestic context. Consequently, 
installers will not suggest condensing boilers until they feel that there is a strong demand for them. 
Even householders who express a clear and unprompted desire for a condensing boiler may be 
discouraged by the installer until installers become familiar with the technology and are satisfied that 
they are as reliable as conventional boilers.  
 
Breaking down installer conservatism will not be easy. Information from trade associations is unlikely 
to be acted upon. Only approximately one third of CORGI registered installers are members of trade 
associations or the other professional bodies such as the IoP. In addition, those that are members seem 
to have rather distant and passive relationship with their respective associations. Trade associations are 
unlikely to promote installation of condensing boilers unless they clearly see that it is in their 
members’ interests. Although most act within a general remit of acting in an environmentally 
responsible manner it is not clear that the promotion of condensing boilers acts directly in their 
members interests (where those members are predominantly installers). 
 
Relationships between installers and manufacturers seem stronger than those with the trade 
associations and there is a clear economic incentive for manufacturers to increase the market for 
condensing boilers. Although certain manufacturers have already taken some steps to encourage sales 
of CBs through contributing to the rebate offered by the EST and in setting up the Central Heating 
Advisory Council, there is probably still much that could be done: specifically using the points 
schemes, financial incentives and the training offered.  
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CORGI representatives have suggested that they would be willing to promote inclusion of energy 
efficiency as part of the training required to gain the certificate of competence. This however would 
initially be on a voluntary basis - in other words there would be no exam on efficiency that must be 
passed in order to gain the certificate. Instead, a training module would be offered which could be 
taken voluntarily at the same time as the gas safety training. However, unless made mandatory it 
seems unlikely that many would take up this option.     

4 Manufacturers 

4.1 Sample 
Interviews were conducted with representatives of 6 leading manufacturers in the boiler and controls 
industry. Two interviews were conducted with appropriate trades associations  - TACMA which 
represents the makers of controls and SBGI which covers all those involved in the gas industry and 
particularly those involved in the manufacture and installation of domestic gas appliances. The 
average output of a domestic installation is around 15 kW, hence any boiler over 70 kW is considered 
to be the remit of another trade association, BARMA, which represents manufacturers who sell mainly 
in the commercial and industrial markets.  
 
One further interview was conducted with the director of the Central Heating Information Council 
(CHIC). This body is funded by the manufacturers. Its objective is to market gas-fired central heating 
and to provide information on the appropriate system to the public. 

4.2  Institutional relationships 
With the break up of British gas, boiler manufacturers felt that a new advocate for their product was 
required and CHIC was created. Many of the MDs of the major manufacturers sit on the board of this 
body which itself has close links with the Energy Saving Trust and with SBGI.  
 
The SBGI seems to be the principal means by which the manufacturers have their interests represented 
to government. The body is in regular contact with the various committees sitting at DTI, HSE and the 
DETR. The body also acts as an interpreter and early warning system for forthcoming European and 
UK regulation.  

 
“Our particular role is to try and ensure that members receive as much early warning as possible 
about future legislation so that we can try and discuss this and try and influence if necessary. 
Above all, we try to ensure that our members’ products and strategy are positioned to take 
advantage or minimise the impact of the legislation that is coming through.” 

GA 
 
Naturally, the principle motive for this is to maintain the profitability of the British gas industry. 
However, the SBGI has given an assurance to DETR that it will endeavour to encourage energy 
efficiency where possible. This it has done through the cultivation of relationships with EST and the 
promotion of CHIC.   

4.3 Commercial logic  
It is quite clear that other than the limited activities of CHIC in promoting the merits of central heating 
to the public, manufacturers see their principle marketing target as the installer. 
 

“So the installer is what we call ‘pulling product from the merchants shelf’. So a lot of our 
marketing activity is actually aimed at the installer and it’s all about trying to get them to buy our 
products. Because they are, from our point of view, the specifier of the product.” 

KT 
  

It is felt that once the installer is comfortable with a particular manufacturer they will tend to stick 
with that manufacturer. Interviews with installers confirm this. Brand loyalty is often fostered at an 
early stage  - those systems that are trained on as an apprentice tend to be what is specified as a matter 
of course in later life. Consequently, the manufacturers are very keen to be involved in the provision 
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of training materials. Indeed, one respondent mentioned that his company had provided, free of 
charge, the boilers for 44 technical training colleges. 
 

“These people are going to train on our boilers so when they go away and start specifying boilers 
for themselves they will pick the ones they know – that’s the long term thinking in this.” 

NS       
 
A range of other techniques are employed to encourage the installer to choose one manufacturer over 
another, including points schemes, sophisticated web-sites, help-lines offering advice and promotions 
in the trade press and at the builders and plumbers merchants. The latter technique is not seen as 
particularly effective given that the decision about boiler type is usually taken before arrival at the 
merchants.  
 

“Merchants, although they probably won’t admit it – they influence about 10% of installers that 
come across their counters. They could switch sell about 10% of people which is very low.”  

BF 
  

It seems that some merchants are trying to reduce their number of suppliers, in which case it makes 
sense to try and persuade an installer to buy something different to originally intended if it is no longer 
stocked. However, in general it seems that the merchants simply act as a counter and distribution 
system for the manufacturers – taking a credit risk on the products and being rewarded accordingly. 
Consequently, they have no great brand loyalty: so long as installers are requesting a particular boiler 
in large enough numbers they will continue to stock it. This means that in-store promotions are rather 
ineffective. 
 

[Interviewer] “Do you do any promotion at the merchants?” 
“A little bit –but what you tend to find is that the last rep that goes in shoves his stuff down and the 
next one comes in from a competitor – he’ll take all yours down and put his up. Its not a good way 
of doing it. We would rather go direct to the installer.” 

NS 
   
Having described a rather marginal role for the merchants it seems that some are trying to add value to 
their business activities by packaging heating kits, etc. It must also not be forgotten that all installers, 
even the biggest, such as British Gas, buy all their supplies through the merchant chains rather than 
direct from the manufacturers, and that it is the merchant that ultimately decides the price of the 
product. Therefore there is potential for merchants to take a more active role in influencing installers 
towards specifying more efficient products through their pricing. One merchant I spoke to has done 
exactly this  - running a promotion on condensing boilers. In addition, GfK 1 found that 20% of the 
third of those householders that gather information prior to calling in the installer obtain this from 
builders and plumbers merchants.     
 
Precisely because the installer rather than the householder or the merchant is identified as the specifier, 
they are targeted by the EST and CHIC as the key to the greater efficiency. Consequently, since its 
inception the CHIC has begun to devote more of its effort to producing training materials and advice 
for installers. This is because the manufacturers feel that the installers make poor ambassadors for 
their products. They want installers to become both better salesmen and to improve the quality of their 
installations so that call backs, etc., are minimised and the reputation of the manufacturers is 
maintained (faults often develop because of the quality of the installation rather than the product 
itself). Through training installers in this way it is hoped that householders will buy up the product 
range and that the reputation of the industry as a whole is enhanced.  
 
This strategy integrates well with the industry’s avowed commitment encourage energy efficiency. As 
part of this training, and with the assistance of the EST, installers are encouraged to advertise the 
benefits of energy efficiency in the expectation that householders might spend a little more on 
upgraded controls or a condensing boiler. In addition, the EST and CHIC have established a database 
of ‘energy efficiency professionals’ for those who have done the training.  
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When householders make enquiries to these bodies they will be sent a list of local firms from this 
database. However, given that the database represents a small fraction of some 50-60,000 firms in the 
installation industry, it is clear that coverage is somewhat patchy. In addition, as one respondent 
argued, these firms already tend to be the good ones that have more than enough work already to the 
extent that many could not cope with the additional referrals through the scheme. This lead the 
respondent to feel that EST money would be better spent on assisting such firms rather than further 
spending on campaigns to raise awareness of the energy efficiency branding. 
  

4.4 Orientation to efficiency and innovation 
A positive orientation to efficiency was apparent. Most of the big manufacturers make condensing 
boilers and they want to see the market grow for a higher value product. The manufacturers of control 
systems are particularly keen on promoting the efficiency credentials of their product and bemoan the 
lack of electrical skills amongst most installers who shy away from installing these systems.  
 
In addition, the regulation, both in existence and forthcoming, is driving a change in what is made. 
Such regulation includes the establishment of the boiler efficiency database and the powers of the 
boiler efficiency directive to remove low efficiency products from the market, new rules on the 
calculation of efficiency to account for seasonal variation, extra SAP points being awarded for 
condensing boilers, labelling of boilers, and the probable removal of the UK’s living space allowance.  
 
All respondents seemed to accept this stream of regulation and did not seem unduly concerned by it. 
 

[Interviewer] “How does the manufacturing industry view this stream of new regulations. Are they 
viewed with trepidation or as an engineering challenge to be risen to?” 
“From my own point of view everything is fairly well discussed well before any implementation 
and there is a degree of marketing pressure for getting appliances that are different and better 
anyway.”  

PB 
 
Perhaps the main reason for this equanimity is that it applies to everyone. No one gains a competitive 
advantage. The exception is those who specialise in specific kinds of older or inefficient boiler 
technology  - such as back boilers which are known to be relatively inefficient.  
 
Several spoke approvingly of the situation in Holland and Germany, which have much higher rates of 
condensing boiler installation brought about through inspections, stricter regulation and tougher 
emissions thresholds. There are also, of course, also good commercial reasons for desiring similar 
regulation in the UK – faster turnover of the stock of installed boilers.      
 
All spoke of the same three technologies when asked about any innovative technologies under 
development – CHP, on-line control systems and solar water heating. Apparently, British Gas has 
developed a CHP system based on the Stirling engine that is the same size as a conventional boiler. 
Cost seems to be prohibitive at present. Potterton–Myson have developed a solar water heating system 
that they estimate will sell for about half the price of what is currently available. 

4.5 Conclusion 
It seems that the manufacturers do not see a commercial conflict between their efforts to stay in 
business and the promotion of energy efficiency. They actually work together very well. The 
stumbling block identified by all is the installer who is considered to be conservative and not a 
sufficiently good salesman to convince the householder of the benefits of energy efficiency. It is 
considered that this situation will only get worse in the medium term. The workforce of installers is 
ageing with very few new apprentices coming into the industry. Those that do come are often not the 
brightest students. Hence, a conservative old guard remains whilst those few newcomers to the 
industry may not have quite the initiative and appetite for further training that they otherwise might. 
Hence, the manufacturers are very supportive of organisations such as the IoP who wish to see the 
average plumber becoming more professional and for the craft professions in general to be given a 
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higher status. It is thought this will encourage higher calibre apprentices back into the trade who will 
be better at selling the benefits of greater efficiency. 

5 Housing Developers 
Interviews were conducted with individuals responsible for the specification of heating systems and 
appliances in three nationally recognised building companies and a representative of the House 
Builders Federation (HBF) - a large professional body representing housing developers in the UK).  

5.1 Commercial logic 
Building companies operate in a fiercely competitive environment. This is largely because of the sheer 
number of other building companies in the market - one respondent argued that the basic skills for 
building have not changed in the last 150 years and that little in the way of capital outlay is needed to 
set up as a builder–  “all you need is a shovel”. Consequently, there are many builders and it is a 
buyers market.  
 
The most important influence on house choice is location  - thereafter developers perceive that much 
of buyer’s decision-making will be based on price. Therefore, there is an overriding need to reduce 
construction costs both to gain a price advantage over competitors and to increase ‘the margin’ – i.e., 
profit on each house sold.  Consequently, cost reduction dominates thinking in the new build sector.  
 
Additional costs which cannot be directly added to the price of a new house (because the developer 
does not feel that a potential buyer will feel that whatever is costing an additional amount adds value) 
will therefore eat directly into the profit margin and consequently be discouraged. It seems to be the 
industry view that energy efficiency improvements beyond regulated requirements fall into this 
category. Maintaining certain profit targets is also vital to the credibility of those firms that are public 
limited companies. Inevitably, the need to maintain share price and pay dividends creates a culture of 
short termism. Consequently, activities are discouraged which may give longer term benefits but in the 
shorter term detract from the bottom line – such as R and D into innovative building practices and new 
technologies.  
 
As mentioned, the drive to reduce production cost is central to the commercial logic of the new build 
industry. One respondent mentioned a recent exercise at his company whereby every element of a new 
house was identified, up to and including the bathroom taps, and then, following discussions with 
manufacturers, sourced from the cheapest supplier. 

 
“We took basically every single element of the building and broke it down, and as far as heating 
was concerned, we would speak to radiator manufacturers and boiler manufacturers and people 
who make the controls, etc., with a view to then getting the best deals nationally and that’s how we 
tackle our heating designs really.”  

DL 
 

Although this need not necessarily lead to a lower quality product being used this may sometimes be 
the case: 

 
“I know when we were setting up these national rebates, we were speaking to several companies, 
all offering the same sort of product, and we went with the company that was offering perhaps the 
best deal, not necessarily the best product, but who could offer a product that would do what it was 
meant to do and give us a decent return.” 

DL 
 

Of course the price of a product not only depends on its build quality and production costs but also on 
whatever can be agreed upon between buyer and seller as a viable exchange rate. This depends on any 
number of other contingencies. For instance, if the builder agrees to specify a certain manufacturer’s 
products in their new housing developments the manufacturers will agree to lower unit prices. This 
arrangement must be carefully worked so that it is the housing developer rather than the sub-contractor 
doing the installation that gains the benefits of lower prices from the supplier. 
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“In each case we would say to the sub-contractor, we want you to design to this performance 
specification using a select range of preferred manufacturers components and those manufacturers 
give us the kick-back in terms of a rebate as opposed to the sub-contractors having any rebate.”   

MC 

5.2 Heating Specification 
Commercial relationships like this between suppliers and developers can sometimes become more 
formal and strategic – going beyond the simple mutual advantages of sales volume on the one hand 
and lower unit price on the other. Such strategic partnerships are sometimes known as ‘solus’ 
arrangements. Two of those spoken to had such an arrangement with the same well-known boiler 
manufacturer.  
 
Under this arrangement the developers effectively sub-contracted the design of their heating systems 
to the boiler manufacturer without any money changing hands - to mutual advantage. 

 
“They certainly don’t specify anything that is against our interest or whatever because obviously in 
return for that – that professional design service  - we give them a sole specification.” 

ML 
 
The developer will send the floor plans and details of the thermal properties of the building fabric to 
the manufacturer who will design and specify the complete heating system including siting of 
radiators, controls, etc. These designs will then be checked by the developer’s staff and then sent on to 
the subcontractor with instructions only to use the specific branded products identified in the 
drawings.  
 
Periodic meetings between manufacturer and builder encourage a good understanding of each other’s 
needs such that the strategic relationship can be advanced. In effect, it is two firms acting as one.  
 

“We are working very hard to create partnerships like this with key suppliers – because the 
collaboration benefits we have through that far outweigh the paper benefits of a competitive price 
every time you go to market. So, a long term sourcing arrangement like that should be beneficial to 
both parties. One, we are using the manufacturers design infrastructure and two, he’s getting 
volume as we don’t use anyone else products. So we don’t have to afford as many designers.”  

GFD 
 

Solus arrangements may also extend to influencing how the supplier makes products – essentially a 
form of procurement. One respondent described how they had been able to achieve modifications in 
window designs this way. 
 
The development of these solus arrangements is still relatively unusual in the construction industry, 
which historically has had suppliers and developers in much more adversarial and competitive 
relationships with one another. However, they are becoming increasingly common.   
 
Increasing use of the solus partnership would seem to offer some scope for procurement of efficient 
heating because the unit price can potentially be brought down to parity, or better, than less efficient 
alternatives.  
 

[Interviewer, referring to the benefits of solus arrangement] “Plus you can get the kind of products 
that you want?” 
“Yes, you can get the kind of products that you want because you are buying so many boilers you 
can have condensing boilers, you can have lightweight wall hung boilers…so these are the kinds 
of gross approaches to it.” 

GFD 
 
Where building companies are contracted to build for others such as housing associations or local 
authorities the procedure may be different. Some or all of the specification may come from the third 
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party – however, even here it is likely that the builder is fairly influential. This may be important when 
asked to build to unusual specifications for high efficiency design as these may be problematic for 
staff used to building houses in a particular way. 

 
[Interviewer] “I can imagine your engineers and so on looking on it as a sort of challenge.” 
“It’s quite difficult because most of our site managers are used to designing a similar sort of 
product and you get these one-offs that are slightly different and can create a lot of problems.”    

MC 

5.3 Appliance specification  
Specification of appliances for fitted kitchens is also achieved through negotiation with manufacturers. 
This is invariably to ensure lower costs. For new build homes, fitted kitchens generally use  
‘integrated’ appliances. This means that the appliances are capable of having some sort of fascia 
attached so that they fit with overall design theme of the kitchen. This requirement for a themed, 
integrated look should not be underestimated. All of those I spoke to had fitted kitchen working parties 
meeting continuously to ensure that the colours and styles were modern and desirable.  
 

“So the whole thing is specified through a committee and is effectively a fashion statement and 
from a fashionable point of view you have to keep your kitchen evergreen. No good selling two 
years out of date colours to Mrs Smith because she won’t like it.” 

GFD 
 
The requirement to have integrated appliances has efficiency implications in that only a limited 
number of models within each manufacturer’s range will have the capacity to be integrated. It is 
unlikely that these will be the most efficient available. Those appliances that are relatively efficient 
usually have logos, names and case design that say as much. There is no possibility of displaying an 
appliance’s relative efficiency if its casing is covered by fascia.  Given that, at present, approximately 
155, 000 new houses are built each year (pers. comm., National House Builders Council) and that a 
large fraction of those will have fitted kitchens with integrated appliances, this practice may 
substantially contribute to the stock of inefficient appliances. 
  

5.4 Orientation to efficiency 
It seems that beyond complying with the regulations, energy efficiency or greenhouse gas reduction is 
not a priority when designing, building and equipping new homes. As mentioned, designing in 
efficiency may impose extra costs which sales managers and managing directors do not feel will add 
value to the house in the eyes of a potential buyer. This may be partly because many new homebuyers 
are also first time buyers. Such purchasers are generally looking to move on after a few years having 
got to the first rung of the property ladder. Consequently, considerations of the cumulative running 
costs of the heating systems over the longer term may be less salient.  

 
“If you are talking about energy efficiency, of course you could have it much higher than it is 
today and the cost of it could be measured in a few hundred pounds, but the market won’t pay for 
it.” 

GFD 
 

[Interviewer] “Why is it that you wouldn’t specify condensing boiler? – they don’t seem to have 
any operational drawback.” 
“No, no  - the only fact is that generally in the market whoever makes a condensing boiler it is 
quite significantly more expensive than a more traditional boiler.” 
[Interviewer] “Is it the case that any extra expense cannot be passed on to the buyer of the house, 
the customer?” 
“Yes – its always a bit of a complex equation as to what the purchaser will perceive as being added 
value and what he won’t.” 

DL 
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Despite these perceptions, the HBF respondent felt that there could be a market or at least an interest 
in energy efficient housing amongst new homebuyers and that the relative efficiency of new homes 
compared to the competition on the second hand market was something that housing developers 
should publicise. Instead, he felt that the assumption that buyers were not interested in efficiency 
became a self-fulfilling prophecy: 
 

“If procurement managers and finance people don’t encourage their sales people to actually sell 
the benefits of a brand new home vis a vis efficiency, then nobody is going to be interested 
because nobody will have been told about them and how will they know? We should be far more 
up front about promoting it as a basic selling point.”  

DM 
 

This is a stance that the whole industry could adopt without cost and which would fit with existing 
commercial goals – second-hand housing is seen as a competitor, hence the relative efficiency of new 
build could give a competitive advantage. Once integrated into the sales pitch and commercial 
thinking of sales management, a more proactive orientation to building in efficiency and other 
greenhouse gas reducing technologies beyond complying with regulations may develop. 
 
There remains the issue of the invisibility of many energy efficient building practises and products 
such that the idea of the efficiency must be sold rather than a tangible feature of the house such as 
UPVC window frames. 
     

[referring to the invisibility of efficient building design] “You can’t touch so how do you sell 
energy efficiency. You know  - it’s not something you can say, ‘see that – that’s energy efficient – 
that’s going to save you £300 pounds a year’.” 

DM  
 

As for the energy label on appliances, this argues for some sort of branding or badging of efficient 
new build so that the sales staff have something to ‘point to’. 

5.5 Orientation to fuel types and innovation 
There was no strong orientation to gas or electricity as a heating fuel  - only an acceptance that gas 
was generally the mainstream fuel of choice and that most space heating appliances are designed for 
gas.  
 

“I don’t think that they have a particular desire to have it electric or gas. They will go very much 
with what they believe their customers will want.” 

DM 
 
That said, all respondents mentioned a tendency to install electric heating in flats because of the 
perception that electricity was safer in this context. However, one respondent also mentioned using 
small combination boilers in flats. This is evidently a matter of company policy rather than regulation. 
The relative safety and incidence of electric heating installations in new build flats should be 
established.  
 
When installation of solar panels was mentioned as a possible future options, responses were usually 
very conservative. 
 

“We have a fair knowledge about solar water systems and so on  - there’s no market for them. Put 
solar panels on your house in this country and you are more or less a crank...people don’t invest in 
that sort of thing unless they are somewhat technophile..” 

GFD 
 

[Interviewer] “Can you see a time where you would be putting in solar water heaters and that sort 
of thing?” 
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“Well I don’t think we would want to be getting involved in those sort of issues, certainly at the 
moment. I think it tends to be one of those things that you tend to watch what everyone else is 
doing and everyone is a little bit cautious about stepping out onto a limb – because of cost really.” 

MC 
 
This situation is analogous to that of electric utilities in the US providing photovoltaic arrays or 
otherwise supplying electricity generated with this technology. At present only 2% do so (some 85 
utilities nationally). When the decision-making of utility managers who do supply PV generated 
electricity is compared to the non-adopters it is found that there is little difference in the technical 
knowledge of PV systems but large differences in what is termed ‘familiarity’.  
 
This leads to the conclusion that simply bombarding utility managers with further information will 
fail. Instead, smaller scale projects should be encouraged which ‘familiarise’ managers with the 
technology in question (Kaplan, 1999). There would seem to be a role here for the housing 
associations and local authorities. If they could be encouraged to specify greenhouse gas reduction, 
then the resulting familiarisation could create policy change when developers are building for 
themselves. The same effect would presumably work with subcontractors actually doing the work 
when they are in a specification role. 
 
Innovation in building practises is also suppressed by mortgage lenders. 
  

“We have another problem, which is lenders – if we build a product that they won’t lend on we 
can’t sell the product. So even though people want to buy our products we have to persuade the 
lenders to lend money on it.”  
[Interviewer] “Why would a lender refuse?” 
“Because they feel that the house is built in such a way that they would not be able to resell it in 
ten years time should that mortgage go bad.”  

DM      
      
This reticence to lend on something unusual ultimately depends on the lenders’ perception of what the 
house-buying market finds desirable. At present it is thought that most buyers are extremely 
conservative in their tastes. Certainly, it is established that the appearance of the home gives potent 
information about what the likely lifestyle and social standing of the occupants may be. This extends 
right down to the texture of the walls and the type of brick used (Sadalla and Sheels, 1993).  
 

“You could build something that looked like something out of 2001 which is fine until you try and 
sell it because you find that people don’t want to live in a house like that.” 

DM 
 
This leads to a rather paradoxical conclusion. Although, on the one hand, the marketing of efficiency 
is hampered by its invisibility on the other it is precisely because of its invisibility that it can be 
incorporated in design without putting off a conservative buying public. Evidently, PV arrays and 
solar water heating panels are somewhat different. Although their distinctiveness and visibility may 
appeal to some early adopters they will have to be integrated into a conventional ‘look’ if they are to 
be acceptable to large segments of the new build market and hence to nervous money lenders.     

5.6 Conclusion 
Building in efficiency in mush cheaper than retrofitting to existing homes. Accordingly, it is 
unfortunate that present building practice does not take a more proactive stance when specifying 
equipment and building new homes. Ultimately, the reasons for this lie in a perception of new 
homebuyers as highly conservative and price conscious. However, it is hard to believe that an 
additional few hundred pounds on a £50,000 mortgage will put many off. What seems of greater 
significance is the lack of demand and the lack of familiarity amongst management about what can be 
achieved. Creating a demand for very efficient new housing will not be easy. It is clear that sales 
managers need something to draw to the attention of the purchaser. The creation of some sort of 
endorsement or badging scheme would help. This would also give estate agents something to display 
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in their advertisements. In tackling the issue of familiarity, local authorities and housing associations 
have a role. However, it should not be left them alone. Central government should also play a part.  

6 Housing associations and local authorities 

6.1 Sample 
Interviews were conducted with housing officers at three local authorities and a representative of the 
association for housing associations  - the National Housing Federation. 

6.2 Implementing HECA 
It seems that Local Authorities have many fundamental difficulties in implementing the Home Energy 
Conservation Act. This will not be discussed in any great depth here as this subject is covered in detail 
in ACE publications and a large recent study by the OPTIMA energy consultancy for DETR.  
 
Essentially, all respondents emphasised that HECA does not have sufficient funding from central 
government. The only funds available are HECA action grants that must be won through a competitive 
bidding process. In the absence of regular core funding, it was felt that once an action grant had run 
out the impetus for further initiatives under HECA would founder.  
 
In consequence, for instance, none of the LAs I spoke to had the resources to employ dedicated HECA 
officers with duties for overseeing the HECA strategy. All such duties have to be added to existing 
work commitments amongst already stretched environmental health and housing staff.  
 
Central government is seen as both expecting something for nothing, and as not being genuinely 
committed. As an indication of this one respondent mentioned that VAT on fuel was not being 
recycled for energy efficiency initiatives such as HECA and that VAT was still currently charged on 
energy efficient materials (although more recently not on materials that have been used as part of 
HEES improvements). 
 
Where no HECA action grant is available, the money for improving the efficiency of housing stock 
must be found through a mix of home improvement and HEES grants and the LAs housing budget.  
All I spoke to felt that this was leading to a piecemeal approach which could not possibly deliver the 
required 30% reduction in energy consumption that is currently required.  
 
Much of the initial effort to implement HECA has been spent on establishing the initial baseline from 
which a 30% improvement could be measured. This blanket reduction itself was also felt to be unfair 
in some circumstances. For instance, one respondent complained that his LA had already gone a long 
way in improving the efficiency of the housing stock prior to the introduction of HECA. 
Consequently, additional substantial reductions were going to be relatively difficult to achieve – let 
alone a 30% drop over the stipulated 10-15 year period. 

6.3 Integration of energy efficiency policy 
There is also perceived to be a lack of co-ordination between the government schemes and what is 
happening locally. This leads to a confusing profusion of schemes and inconsistent advertising 
messages. For example, none of the LAs interviewed had any formal relationships with the Energy 
Saving Trust and, in the case of the Oxford City Council, only a fragmented relationship with the 
Local Energy Advice Centre. This was seen as particularly wasteful given that LAs have the ability to 
actually go into homes occupied by their tenants but perhaps not the resources to give targeted advice 
whilst they are there. LEACs on the other hand must rely on people approaching them and would 
surely be able to provide a more effective service if given the opportunity to work with the LA through 
home visits or through training council staff to give appropriate advice. 
 
The familiar issue of endemic apathy was also often mentioned. One respondent mentioned that 
despite some LA tenants having applications for grants for cavity wall insulation approved many did 
not then go on to have the work done. This even extended to the installation of entire central heating 
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systems although the reasons for this were more apparent. It was felt that many on low incomes would 
feel that a central heating system would be too expensive to run and would prefer the more direct 
control of an open fire or electric heating.  
 
Private householders were also identified as difficult to reach by LAs. This is ostensibly the role more 
suited to the LEACs. However, some measures were being enacted, such as providing advice when 
planning applications come in, and in alerting applicants for renovation grants of additional funds for 
energy efficiency improvements. Local builders and architects had also been contacted. One 
respondent mentioned a scheme whereby local schoolchildren were given information on the subject 
in the expectation that they would raise the issue with their parents.    
 
Despite these problems, all respondents recognised the potential for LAs and housing associations to 
lever changes in the market for efficient products because of the scale of their operations. This was in 
terms of both providing the familiarisation with innovative technologies to installers and in terms of 
giving manufacturers the economies of scale needed to bring down production costs. 
 

“I think though, when we are specifying those new-fangled systems we are providing an 
opportunity for plumbers to put something in which the council is basically paying for, without 
them taking the risk on board. We have got some cut price deals with one or two boiler 
manufacturers so we are actively trying to promote condensing boilers.. and we have got some 
knowledge and experience to help balance out some of these [negative] views that the plumbers 
bring back.”      

AF 
 

In a similar vein, the respondent from the National Housing Federation mentioned an initiative 
originating from the Housing Corporation  - the government body (under DETR) responsible for 
regulating social housing landlords. This was the creation of a ‘housing forum’ which has the goal of 
bringing together housing associations and private developers in an effort to develop innovative 
building techniques and to encourage best practice. A closely linked organisation is “2000 homes” 
which has similar objectives and additionally encourages dialogue between designers, architects and 
manufacturers.  
 
This respondent additionally cited a number of housing associations that already specify fairly radical 
and innovative housing in terms of water and energy conservation, and explained that the National 
Housing Federations codes of building best practice distributed as a supplement to those produced by 
the Housing Corporation went beyond existing Part L regulations.      

6.4 Conclusion 
Because of the scale of the activities of HAs and Las, it seems clear that they could have a major role 
to play in the market transformation process  - perhaps mainly through breaking down developer and 
installer conservatism and providing the much needed familiarisation with innovative technologies and 
practises. Some are already acting, to some extent, in that capacity.  

7 General Conclusions  
For replacement of heating systems in existing housing, it is clear that decisions about the appropriate 
system type and make or model are generally left to the installer. Installers have good reasons to be 
conservative but, this report suggests, they have less reason to be overly concerned about suggesting 
equipment that may be slightly more expensive (with the EST rebate condensing versions of 
conventional storage boilers are around £100 more expensive). Once recommended it seems that the 
installer is usually able to suggest more or less what he sees fit. In addition there seems no reason why 
installers should not, as a matter of course, make two quotes – one for the more efficient system and 
one for the conventional package. Householders can then choose and the installer does not risk losing 
the business. 
 
Hence, an enthusiastic and trained installer is potentially the key to more efficient heating installations. 
This is also the conclusion of a recent report for the EST assessing attitudes to the cashback scheme 
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for condensing boilers (National Energy Services, 1999) which recommends that a training course be 
established for installers. This should cover both the technicalities of CB installation and develop an 
enthusiasm for selling the idea of greater efficiency to the householder. The development of an A to G 
label rating for new boilers would also raise awareness of efficiency as an issue with installers. Such 
a label would also assist other specifiers such as architects, local authority housing officers, and indeed 
the small number of householders who do take a more active role in specification.    
 
The evidence presented here suggests that the offer of additional training is not something that many 
or most installers will jump at. Even the existing training for certification as a ‘competent’ person fit to 
perform gas installations is considered a chore. The joint CHIC / EST course has only been running 
for a two years so it is probably too early to judge its effectiveness, however it is clear that only a 
small fraction of CORGI registered installers will become members of the network of installers and 
take the one day training seminar (the target for the end of 1999 was 2,500 members from 1063 
members at the end of 1998).  Perhaps ways can be found to further incentivise installers to attend 
the course – for instance manufacturers might feel able to link attendance with their points schemes.  
 
CORGI representatives have indicated that they would be prepared to include training on energy 
efficiency, as a separate and voluntary module within the general training for certification needed to 
gain CORGI registration. Again, however, unless it is made mandatory it is unlikely that many will 
take the efficiency course. The government’s “Cowboy Builders” initiative may provide an alternative 
means of training large numbers of installers in the benefits of efficiency. It is proposed that use of the 
logo indicating one’s standing as a competent and fair builder will require attendance on a short 
training program. This course could include cross-sectoral advice on all aspects of efficiency including 
insulation, controls and appliances.  
 
In the longer term, IoP’s objective of registering all plumbers seems laudable indeed. This would 
increase the professionalism and standing of the trade. Consequently, a greater number of (higher 
calibre) apprentices may be encouraged back into the plumbing industry who in all likelihood would 
be trained on the newer, more efficient systems and who would consequently have a more positive 
orientation to the issue of efficiency in their working lives.    
 
Difficulties with training installers switch the policy onus back to the householders who must be 
encouraged to ask for efficient systems. Indeed, the use of information strategies aimed at the 
householder rather than the installer is particularly important in creating demand for new boilers when 
the existing system has not yet broken down but is simply old and inefficient – an ‘early 
replacement’ strategy. A modern boiler will always be more efficient than its older replacement 
regardless of whether it is condensing or not. Pursuing this strategy removes the onus on the installer 
to suggest the most efficient of the new systems available. Creating demand for new systems will not 
be easy. At present only around 5% of installations are motivated in this way whilst other evidence 
presented in this document suggests that many householders will tolerate even barely functioning 
heating systems indefinitely. This suggests that the main route to early replacements will be through 
refurbishments, extensions and kitchen refits and targeted information.  
 
Evidence presented here suggests that householders are particularly receptive to the idea of improving 
the infrastructure when moving to a new home. This suggests that the forthcoming sellers’ pack to be 
prepared by vendors for distribution to potential buyers should include some form of energy audit. 
Equally kitchen centres, DIY stores and builders and plumbers merchants would be appropriate places 
to leave leaflets and posters, whilst the EST / CHIC should continue to place advertisements for their 
advice lines amongst the advertisements for plumbing and heating services in the Yellow Pages. 
Manufacturers’ websites and publications should also contain references to the EST. The alternative to 
information strategies is regulation on emissions levels allied with a monitoring regime  - as practised 
in Germany.  
 
For the manufacturers’ part, reductions in the relative expense of condensing boilers would clearly 
improve their penetration. Baxi has recently introduced the ‘Barcelona’ which has a comparable price 
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to conventional storage boilers. This looks certain to be a winning product. With the increasing market 
share of combination boilers, the first manufacturer to produce an affordable condensing combi will 
also gain a huge competitive edge. In the meantime, the EST rebate scheme should continue. The 
rebate both brings the CB payback under a five year threshold – considered the limit at which most 
consumers will still find an investment attractive (IER, 1998), and provide an official sanction to the 
technology. Perhaps rebates and tax breaks can also be found to incentivise merchants to promote 
efficient products in their stores. Policy options are summarised in Table 16.  
 
 
 
 
Table 126 : Policy options for improving efficiency of domestic heating installations 
 
Policy Existing Potential New Policy Advantages/Problems 
Labels / 
Efficiency 
Rating  

BED star system 
Gas boiler 
database on 
website 

Energy label  - if 
technically feasible 

Directed at householders who 
usually don’t choose or see the 
product –however these 
measures could assist other 
specifiers such as housing 
officials, architects and, 
indeed, the installers.  

Minimum 
standards 

BED Higher fleet average to 
encourage sales of CBs 

Unsure of technical barriers 

Train and 
inform installers 

EST / CHIC 
schemes 

Incorporate in existing 
safety training. 
Installer registration. 
Manufacturers points 
schemes etc extend to 
participation on courses. 
Cowboy builders 
registration 

May win hearts and minds and 
can remove skills barriers to 
installation of efficient 
technologies  - but does solve 
problem of no natural interest 
for installer to fit efficient. 
Also difficulties with 
encouraging sufficient 
numbers to attend the courses. 

Lower 
additional price 
of CB and 
controls 

EST subsidy 
scheme 

Maintain existing 
scheme. Perhaps 
increase subsidy for 
condensing combi 
boilers. 

Cost 
Principally provides incentive 
to consumer rather than 
installer 

Early 
replacement 

EST national 
advertising 

Extend EST rebate to 
boilers over a certain 
age. Further targeting of 
information 

Cost. Problems of targeting 
information effectively. 
Reluctance to replace working 
systems. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
References: see ‘Lower Carbon Futures’. 
 


