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Whole House
Retrofit



Whole House Retrofit

The publication of PAS2035 is said to point the 
energy efficiency market firmly in the direction of 
Whole House Retrofit. Which is good news, right? 
Except that if you ask ‘experts’ what Whole House 
Retrofit is, you will probably get a slightly different 
answer every time. So, here is a no-nonsense guide 
that you could (probably) put your house on.
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Why is Whole House Retrofit a ‘Buzz Phrase’?

There is widespread agreement that funding 
individual measures without considering the wider 
context is counter-productive. It often leads to stuff 
going wrong – like cold, damp, mould and poor 
performance. Commonly these are called 
‘unintended consequences’. These can often make 
people’s life circumstances worse, not better.

A succession of government reviews into the sector 
have concluded this must change. Therefore they 
have introduced a new Quality Mark for the sector, 
the TrustMark, and this is based upon Whole House 
Retrofit. By 2021, all retrofit delivered through ECO 
will therefore have to be Whole House. This is a 
major change for the energy efficiency industry, but 
a very necessary step that anybody in the industry 
should be aware of.

So what is Whole House Retrofit?

Simply put, it is an effective approach to domestic 
retrofit based upon considering the building fabric, 
building services and renewable energy systems 
together, not individually.

Why is this important?

The objectives of retrofit are improving thermal 
performance, reducing C02 emissions, reducing 
bills, increasing occupant health and comfort and 
enhancing the built environment. It’s important 
none of these objectives are seen in isolation, and 
that a balanced approach is taken. If we do, we 
arrive a retrofit strategy that is appropriate for that 
property, the owners and occupant at this time, 
without undermining what we may have to do in 
the future. This is another example of thinking and 
acting holistically – or in a whole house way.

Take insulation as an example. What happens when 
we insulate one wall (as we often have)? We 
increase the internal temperature by trapping heat 
in. That’s a good thing – right? Except, if we have 
other uninsulated elements of the building fabric, all 
that actually happens is that that heat will escape 
more quickly through those. We end up losing our 
thermal gains.

On the other hand, if we insulate a building 
comprehensively – addressing all the elements 
such as walls, roofs, floors and windows – we create 
an airtight building envelope. That means the heat 
can’t escape. Result! The amount of additional heat 
required to maintain a healthy and comfortable 
indoor environment is reduced. Result 2! But are the 
building services appropriate to this heat demand? 
Probably not if a gas boiler has been specified in the 
past based on the previous heat requirements.

Final example. What happens when you close all the 
doors and windows in your house, and turn off all 
those noisy extract fans? After a short-while, the air 
becomes stale and unpleasant – especially on a hot 
day. In wet areas of the home like kitchens, 
bathrooms and laundry areas – the air also 
becomes very moist. When we make homes more 
airtight, we make them more prone to these 
problems. There are lots of examples of serious 
overheating in summer and of conditions like 
asthma being made far worse by retrofitting. The 
solution to this is to ensure the home is adequately 
ventilated, and this must be addressed at the same 
time as the installation.
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What does The Retrofit Academy consider the most likely measures under in a Whole House Retrofit?

We advocate a Fabric First approach. This means 
improving the thermal envelope of the building 
through insulation should be done first to reduce 
heat demand as far as possible. Logically, the 
cheapest energy is that you don’t use in the first 
place.

Fabric measures should cover walls, roofs, floors 
and windows, with the aim of having a continuous 
and even covering. Care should be taken at corners, 
junctions and edges to avoid thermal bridging and 
cold spots, which will undermine performance and 
increase moisture risks. Core principles should be 
applied in the detailing ensuring, for example, that 
window frames are moved in line with the outside 
of the insulation layer at the time of install. 

Insulation should continue to floor-level, not stop 
above the damp-proof course. Service connections, 
cables and SKY TV aerials should be removed and 
reinstalled appropriately.

Improving the fabric should be done in combination 
with adequately sized heating systems and proper 
ventilation. Heating systems should, where 
possible, be from renewable sources such as heat 
pumps for space heating and solar thermal for 
water heating. Lighting should be addressed to 
reduce electricity demand. Electricity should also 
come from renewable sources where practical, 
most likely solar PV.
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