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This report summarises key literature exploring what drives 
resident demand for retrofit measures and what holds it back. 
It provides a starting point for rethinking the customer journey 
and highlights the activities and skills that may be needed to 
significantly increase uptake.

When we talk about resident demand for retrofit, we often 
focus on how many people are actively seeking to install 
energy efficiency improvements or low carbon heat 
technologies in their homes.

But demand does not appear out of nowhere. Before 
someone makes a purchasing decision or chooses to engage 
with a scheme, a series of conditions need to be in place.

Residents must first be aware that changes are needed. They 
must view those changes positively. They need the means — 
financial, practical or otherwise — to take action. And often, 
they require a clear and timely trigger to prompt that first 
step.

Right now, too few people are taking that step. Uptake of 
retrofit measures remains far below what is needed to meet 
Net Zero targets, and too few are accessing the comfort, cost 
savings and health benefits that retrofit can bring.

To shift this, we need to broaden how we think about 
demand. That means looking beyond the moment of decision 
to everything that leads up to it, and rethinking how we 
nurture and support that journey from the very start.

INTRODUCTION



Inefficient buildings often cost residents more to run as well as having the potential to seriously impact occupantsʼ health and 
wellbeing.4, 5, 13 In the UK, poorly performing homes make up a large proportion of housing stock with UK,2, 7, 16 with homes losing heat 
up to three times faster than those in other European countries.17

The worst performing homes cost residents hundreds of pounds per year more than better insulated homes.4 Cold, damp homes are 
also a source of stress for residents and can exacerbate, or even cause, significant health conditions.5, 10, 13 Improving energy efficiency 
brings benefits far beyond the individual household.8 Estimates suggest that the £9 billion needed to improve the 2.4 million 
worst-performing homes in England would pay for itself within nine years through savings to the NHS alone, with a wider social return 
of more than £135 billion over the next 30 years.3

Yet progress remains slow. In 2024, fewer than 60,000 heat pumps were installed according to MCS data, well below the governmentʼs 
target of 600,000 per year by 2028.1 Data on energy efficiency improvements is limited, but we know that only two in five homeowners 
are currently interested in installing common retrofit measures.6 Among those considering upgrades, most are focusing on 
improvements costing £5,000 or less.15

There are multiple and confounding factors that are suppressing demand for retrofit in the UK. While this report primarily focuses on 
residents, it is important to acknowledge the wider systemic issues that can make it more difficult for people to upgrade their homes. 
These include inefficient housing stock,9, 14 an imbalance in supply and demand for housing,12 power dynamics between landlords and 
renters,5, 14  a weak regulatory framework,11, 18 an underdeveloped supply chain,18 rising living costs,6 and the price of electricity relative 
to gas.18

CONTEXT

59%
of homes around the UK 

have an EPC of D or lower 
and could benefit from 

energy efficiency upgrades7

50%
of UK households can’t afford to 

heat their homes in winter13

Retrofitting 13 million homes to 
EPC C would provide

£40 billion
of cumulative benefits by 2030 
with initial investment paying 

for itself within a decade8



THE RESIDENT RETROFIT JOURNEY

This review covers UK adults across tenures and focuses on the 
following measures:

● Energy efficiency measures that improve thermal 
performance. For example, draught proofing and 
ventilation is within scope, low energy light bulbs are not

● Low carbon heating
● Home batteries
● Solar PV and solar thermal panels

The focus of this review is everything that happens up to and 
including the entry point stage, as outlined in our customer 
journey model.

While we recognise that these stages are often fluid and in 
practice donʼt happen in a linear fashion, breaking them down 
into distinct processes make it more straightforward to answer 
the question of demand. What is it, and how can it be 
increased?



UNDERSTANDING DEMAND

APPROPRIATE TRIGGER POINT

What external (or internal) events push people to undertake this work?

To set the analytical framework for the 
literature review, members of Working Group 
6 considered how to frame the concept of 
demand in a way that recognises the 
cognitive, emotional, social, and practical 
enablers that need to be in place before 
someone decides to undertake a retrofit 
project.

Taking learnings from the COMB model for 
understanding behaviour change, working 
group members develop the following 
framework: 

● Residents should have an awareness 
of the need to retrofit or that retrofit 
might be the solution to challenges 
they are currently experiencing

● Residents should have a positive 
attitude towards the combination of 
measures required and the 
organisations who will deliver them

● Residents must have the practical 
ability to undertake these works

● Residents are then still likely to need an 
appropriate trigger that pushes them 
to do the work.

AWARENESS

How aware are residents of:

● The benefits of fabric efficiency and appropriate ventilation?

● The need to decarbonise their heating and the costs of inaction?

● The steps they can take to increase their home energy efficiency?

● The support available to them?

ABILITY

What factors influence residentsʼ ability to undertake this work? Are there 
any wider contextual factors that are limiting or enabling people?

ATTITUDE

What are residentsʼ attitudes towards retrofit measures and the 
organisations that deliver retrofit related products and services?

https://thedecisionlab.com/reference-guide/organizational-behavior/the-com-b-model-for-behavior-change


While many residents are concerned about energy bills,9 and report an awareness of the benefits of insulation,13 very few 
take action to improve the energy efficiency of their homes.3, 13 This appears, in large part, to be because many believe their 
homes are already efficient enough.13 This suggests a mismatch between peopleʼs perceptions and the reality that most 
properties in the UK have an EPC rating of D or lower.6, 11, 13

Although most people have heard of Net Zero,3, 8 and many say they recognise the need to address climate change,7 there 
appears to be limited awareness of the need to decarbonise heating systems,2 and of the positive impact that home energy 
efficiency can have on reducing carbon emissions.10

Funding and finance options for energy efficiency and low carbon heating are not well known among owner-occupiers or 
landlords.4, 5, 12 A significant number of those aware of existing schemes incorrectly assume they are not eligible.5

There is currently no clear understanding of what constitutes a ‘goodʼ level of awareness, or what level is needed to prompt 
further action.7

AWARENESS

53%
of homeowners do not know 

their homeʼs EPC rating.1

72%
of homeowners think their 

property is energy efficient.11

87%
of adults unaware of the 
environmental benefits of 

heat pumps.10



ATTITUDE
Increases in energy bills appear to have made more people, especially renters, take an interest in energy efficiency.8 Among 
those that donʼt have measures installed and arenʼt interested, some of the most common reasons are thinking that the 
products are too expensive, arenʼt suitable, or would cause problems like damp or mould in the home.1, 4, 10 

People view heat pumps as new,11 unfamiliar,6 and untested,11 with many saying they arenʼt interested in installing them until 
the technology improves or prices come down.1, 5 Those most likely to feel positive about low carbon heating are often 
concerned about climate change,5, 13 younger,4, 5 and have higher incomes.4 In general though, most people donʼt really think 
about their heating systems until they might need to change them.5 

Many believe government and businesses are not taking enough responsibility for addressing climate change,12 and that we 
should be relying on technology, rather than behaviour change to reduce emissions.7

Attitudes are heavily influenced by family and friends as well as by speaking to tradespeople.3, 5 People are more likely to 
trust the views of those they view as having particular expertise, credibility and independence.2, 6, 9 

48%
feel that the net zero 

transition is happening to 
them, not with them.11

41%
feel that you need a high 

income to be involved in the 
net zero transition.11

24%
of homeowners would only 

make changes to their 
homes if forced to by 

legislation.11



Owner-occupiers face significant barriers around upfront costs.2, 3, 6, 10 This is exacerbated by a lack of policy support for 
middle-income households,5 and the fact that many prefer to fund home improvements with cash rather than borrowing.2, 3 
The diversity of buildings also means that some homes are harder to upgrade than others, and residents can find it 
time-consuming and overwhelming to identify the right options for their specific circumstances.8 Much of the available advice 
is generic rather than tailored, making it harder for people to make informed decisions.10 Finding trusted tradespeople can 
also be a challenge,1, 4  and some are put off by the potential disruption retrofit works may cause to themselves or their 
family.1, 3

For social landlords, the ability to upgrade properties is often constrained by the need to install fabric measures for heat 
pumps to perform according to specifications, particularly in the context of residents experiencing fuel poverty.6 

Private landlords face similar challenges. A lack of regulation means there are no clear incentives to retrofit,6 changes to 
Minimum Energy Efficiency Standards in England and Wales, and the introduction of these standards in Scotland, may bring 
positive change. Upfront costs and the potential loss of rental income due to lengthy, disruptive works also act as major 
barriers.6, 7 For all these groups, wider contextual factors, such as a lack of installers,6 old and poorly insulated homes,9 and 
the costs of electricity relative to gas also limit their ability to undertake retrofit works.6

ABILITY

1 in 10
homeowners who looked 
into installing insulation 

couldnʼt find a 
tradesperson.4

69%
of homeowners wanted 

advice better tailored to their 
property and 

circumstances.10

9 in 10
 homeowners listed cost as a 

reason for their lack of 
interest in retrofit measures.2



While much evidence focuses on the financial and environmental motivations for undertaking retrofit works such as saving 
money, or reducing emissions,1, 10, 12 actually making a change is about more than knowledge or beliefs.3, 8, 9, 12

A growing body of research suggests that people view retrofit in the same way as wider home renovation work.9, 12 Significant 
changes to the home are often prompted by an external event that makes the change feel necessary or more convenient.11 
This could include moving house,9 a boiler breakdown,11 extending for a growing family,9 or adapting a home to suit the needs 
of older occupants.4, 12

These trigger points are often shaped by peopleʼs relationships and circumstances.12 For example, the disruption of extending 
a home with young children might prompt someone to delay works for a few years. On the other hand, a trusted builder 
suggesting new windows may be enough to prompt action. Even people who have made changes to their homes for climate 
or cost related reasons still often do so at a time when external events have made changes easier or more convenient.12

Almost half of homeowners are planning a home renovation in the next 18 months, yet fewer than one in ten are considering 
new or improved insulation.6 And while many say they are willing to stretch their budget to include energy efficiency 
measures, builders are often reluctant to promote additional works for fear of damaging the relationship with their client.5

APPROPRIATE TRIGGER POINT

RETROFIT PROJECT 
BEGINS

1.5 million
boilers are sold each year,7  
15 times the number of heat 

pumps.2

85%
of people planning 

refurbishments would stretch 
their budget to include energy 

efficiency measures.5

46%
 of homeowners are planning 

home improvements in the 
next 18 months.6



This review of existing literature has demonstrated that 
demand is complex and that there is no single trigger that 
can drive uptake of performance upgrade retrofit.

This literature challenges the assumption that a single 
intervention such as financial assistance, or information 
campaigns are enough to significantly increase the uptake 
of retrofit measures. Indeed, poor uptake of even fully 
funded government schemes makes it clear that finance is 
necessary, but not sufficient, to support the delivery of 
retrofit at scale.

With this in mind, NRH Working Group 6 has begun the 
next phase of work, focusing on resident communications. 
This will explore what is being communicated, when, by 
whom, and what the outcomes are. By keeping the key 
components of demand in view, we will assess whether 
certain aspects are over- or under-emphasised and 
develop recommendations for improvement based on 
identified best practice.

We have begun by compiling existing communications 
resources which can be accessed here. And will follow-up 
with workshops to begin populating a communications 
activity map. To take part, or keep up to date on the 
progress of this work sign up to our newsletter or 
complete a working group registration form.

NEXT STEPS

https://nationalretrofithub.org.uk/resource/understanding-demand-for-retrofit/#headline-214-1921
https://nationalretrofithub.org.uk/newsletter/
https://nationalretrofithub.org.uk/wg-register/
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