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About Consumer Focus Scotland

Consumer Focus Scotland is the 
independent consumer champion for 
Scotland. We are rooted in over 30 
years of work promoting the interests 
of consumers, particularly those who 
experience disadvantage in society. 

Part of Consumer Focus, our structure 
reflects the devolved nature of the 
UK. Consumer Focus Scotland works 
on issues that affect consumers in 
Scotland, while at the same time 
feeding into and drawing on work done 
at a GB, UK and European level. 

We work to secure a fair deal for 
consumers in different aspects of 
their lives by promoting fairer markets, 
greater value for money, improved 
customer service and more responsive 
public services. We represent 
consumers of all kinds: tenants, 
householders, patients, parents, energy 
users, solicitors’ clients, postal service 
users or shoppers.

We aim to influence change and 
shape policy to reflect the needs of 
consumers. We do this in an informed 
way based on the evidence we gather 
through research and our unique 
knowledge of consumer issues. 
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A significant minority of consumers in 
Scotland do not use mains gas to heat their 
homes. Of these, the largest single group, 
353,000 use electric heating. Some 135,000 
households use heating oil; 18,000 use 
liquid petroleum gas (LPG), and 33,000 use 
solid fuel (coal or wood) as their main source 
of heating. While prices of all heating fuels 
have risen sharply in recent years, off-gas 
fuels, particularly heating oil and LPG, are 
significantly more expensive per unit of heat 
than mains gas, and heating oil prices in 
particular are very volatile.

In addition, almost all consumers using 
heating oil, LPG and solid fuels live in rural 
areas, where older, detached properties are 
much more common. These houses are 
harder and more expensive to make energy 
efficient. Both public and private sector 
energy efficiency programmes have, until 
recently, concentrated on the delivery of low 
cost energy efficiency measures, often in 
urban areas where economies of scale are 
more easily achieved. 

As a result, fuel poverty among consumers 
using off-gas fuels is considerably higher 
than among consumers in Scotland overall. 
Consumer Focus has identified a number of 
short-term measures to improve consumers’ 
experience of off-gas markets. However, we 
recognise that, in the longer term, a much 
stronger approach to energy efficiency, 
together with greater use of renewable 
heating systems, will be needed to provide 
affordable warmth for off-gas consumers. 

The UK Government is currently developing 
a range of detailed policies which are 
intended, in part, to make finance for energy 
efficiency and renewable heat measures 
more accessible for consumers. Previous 
Consumer Focus Scotland research 
highlighted a range of barriers which face 
consumers interested in taking up renewable 
heating measures, including understanding of 
the systems and their use as well as the initial 
cost. At the same time, our past research 
highlighted the experience of registered social 
landlords (RSLs) in this area.

RSL tenants are often among the most 
vulnerable and disadvantaged groups. 
Consumer Focus Scotland believes that their 
experience can offer valuable lessons to 
inform the delivery of affordable warmth for 
off-gas consumers, particularly in the use of 
renewable heating. 

Accordingly, Consumer Focus Scotland 
commissioned Changeworks consultants  
to explore:

 ● the technologies and approaches used 
by social landlords to provide affordable 
warmth for off-gas consumers

 ● the views of social landlords on the 
effectiveness of those technologies, 
including issues they encountered and 
addressed during pilot projects, their 
experience of supporting tenants using the 
new systems and support they would wish 
to see provided in support of further work

 ● the views of tenants on both the systems 
themselves, including levels of comfort and 
running costs, and on the support they 
received from landlords to help them use 
the new technologies

Summary
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This report provides a summary of the 
findings from the research. This study  
shows that:

 ● There is growing experience among RSLs 
of how best to use renewable heat, in both 
new build and existing homes

 ● All of the RSLs which have undertaken 
multiple projects refer to the ‘learning 
curve’ involved in understanding how 
to get the best out of the systems. This 
included specifying technologies and 
control systems effectively, working with 
contractors, and ironing out problems 
promptly. Increasingly, engaging with 
tenants from an early stage, and 
supporting them as they learn about their 
new systems, was also recognised as 
critical to success

 ● Tenants’ experiences echo those of 
landlords. Satisfaction with new systems 
is generally high. However, interviews 
with tenants highlighted issues around 
communications and support, particularly 
in the early stages of projects when 
landlords and contractors were also 
learning about new systems

 ● Both landlords and tenants believe the 
systems do deliver affordable warmth, 
when properly installed and with 
appropriate support. There is clear interest 
among RSLs in developing and delivering 
more renewable heat projects

The early experience of RSLs providing 
affordable warmth for off-gas consumers is 
therefore critical for two reasons:

1    Firstly, there is considerable scope 
for RSLs to learn from each other. 
Although some, including the case study 
organisations which contributed to our 
study, have a great deal of experience, 
others would clearly benefit from support 
as they undertake projects for the first 
time. This need for support is recognised 
by RSLs themselves; many stated that 
it had taken years for them to be happy 
with technologies and what they expected 
from contractors, and it is important that 
mechanisms are put in place to help other 
RSLs learn from current good practice.

2    Secondly, there are clear messages and 
opportunities for private and public sector 
organisations which will deliver the Green 
Deal and the Energy Company Obligation 
(ECO) to learn from RSL experience. RSLs 
have learned how best to use renewable 
heating systems over time, normally in 
conjunction with a strong approach to 
insulation measures. In addition, RSLs 
have the capacity to support tenants over 
whatever period is necessary to ensure 
– as is clearly the case in most instances – 
they receive a good service. 
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However, consumers taking up renewable 
heating systems or insulation measures 
through the Green Deal, or as a result of the 
Renewable Heat Incentive, will not necessarily 
have access to such intensive ongoing 
support. It is therefore essential, both for 
individual consumers, and for consumer 
confidence in the measures more widely, that 
systems are correctly specified and installed 
from the outset. The Green Deal package 
must therefore include a clear element of 
guidance, support and advice for consumers, 
and especially for vulnerable or disadvantaged 
consumers who may be less confident with 
the use of the technologies. 

Consumer Focus Scotland therefore 
recommends that:

 ● The Scottish Federation of Housing 
Associations (SFHA) should develop and 
deliver a programme to make widely 
available the experience of those RSLs 
which have greatest experience of micro-
generation. Given the importance of site 
visits, a series of regional events, backed 
up by web-based case studies, may be 
most effective, and would also build on 
existing approaches to promote energy 
efficiency and address fuel poverty more 
widely. The existing SFHA carbon portal, 
in particular, provides an opportunity to 
publicise case studies

 ● Alongside these promotional measures, 
the SFHA and individual RSLs should 
introduce a mentoring system, linking 
RSLs undertaking projects for the first time 
with those with greater experience

 ● In engaging and supporting tenants to 
get the best from new heating systems, 
RSLs should seek to replicate measures 
identified as effective in this study, 
including:

 - designing systems to take account of 
tenants’ views, for example, by siting 
heat pumps in locations which cause 
least disturbance, and ensuring that 
local top-up points for any pre-payment 
cards are easily accessible

 - providing tenants with the opportunity 
to visit houses and tenants similar to 
their own in which renewable heating 
systems are installed, particularly where 
there is a significant change involved, 
such as the move from point source to 
underfloor heating

 - at the point of installation of a new 
system or of change of tenancy, 
providing face-to-face advice for 
tenants on the heating system and its 
controls, in addition to clear and simple 
written materials. A follow-up visit after 
the tenant has had a chance to get 
used to the new system should also 
be provided, with the level of advice 
tailored to the tenants’ needs and level 
of interest

 - monitoring tenants’ bills for different 
house type and lifestyles, both before 
and after the introduction of new 
heating systems, and providing that 
information to tenants to help them 
understand the benefits of what is 
proposed
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 - providing opportunities for tenants 
to feed back any issues on the 
performance of their heating system, 
ensuring that faults or poor performance 
are corrected as quickly as possible, 
to help give tenants confidence in the 
new systems. Feedback should also 
be made available as part of project 
reporting, to better inform any  
future work

 ● The Scottish Government already provides 
support for RSLs to carry out projects 
of this type. As part of this process, the 
Scottish Government should seek to 
encourage these aspects of good practice, 
through guidance material reporting 
requirements and appropriate support – 
not least because this approach is likely 
to save money by making better use of 
existing resources. In addition, the Scottish 
Government should make reporting on 
tenants’ bills and energy use a condition 
of funding, and should use the information 
gathered to refine future approaches

 ● More widely, the Scottish Government 
should take account of RSL and tenant 
experiences and the lessons learned, and 
integrate them into: 

 - the review of the Scottish Fuel Poverty 
Strategy and current and future delivery 
programmes, where these deliver or 
encourage take-up of micro-generation

 - the work of the Sustainable Housing 
Strategy Group, in relation to the 
delivery of Scottish Government policy 
aims on both fuel poverty and climate 
change emission reduction

 - the development and delivery of 
those aspects of the 2020 Routemap 
for Renewable Energy in Scotland 
which deal with microgeneration and 
renewable heat

 - regeneration and construction projects 
in which the Scottish Government is a 
partner, and which include renewable 
heating systems

 ● Similarly, energy companies, 
microgeneration installers and construction 
companies should learn from the 
experience of RSLs when installing 
renewable heating systems in either new-
build or retro-fit projects. It is likely that 
some renewable heating systems will be 
installed for vulnerable and disadvantaged 
consumers, as part of the ECO. The 
lessons from this study will be especially 
relevant in those circumstances

 ● The UK Government should, through 
the Renewable Heat Incentive (RHI), 
specify minimum standards of support for 
consumers taking up assistance through 
future energy efficiency programmes, to 
ensure that the delivery of measures for 
individual consumers meets their needs

 ● All organisations developing or delivering 
Green Deal programmes should integrate 
appropriate support mechanisms for 
consumers which learn from and, where 
appropriate, replicate the levels of support 
provided for RSL tenants
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Off-gas.consumers.in.
Scotland
A significant minority of consumers in 
Scotland do not use mains gas to heat their 
homes. Of these, the largest single group, 
353,000 use electric heating. Some 135,000 
households use heating oil, 18,000 use liquid 
petroleum gas (LPG), and 33,000 use solid 
fuel (coal or wood) as their main source  
of heating. 

While prices of all heating fuels have risen 
sharply in recent years, off-gas fuels are 
significantly more expensive per unit of heat 
than mains gas, as the chart below shows. 

In addition, prices of heating oil in particular 
are very volatile compared to other fuels. 
During a price spike in late 2010, heating 
oil prices rose from some 45 pence per 
litre (p/l), to an all-time high of over 70p/l, 
an increase of over 50 per cent. Although 
prices subsequently fell, they remained high 
in comparison to historical levels, at around 
60p/l throughout 2011. 

Background – Off-gas consumers, fuel 
poverty and energy efficiency

Chart 1:  Comparative costs of heating fuels for a three-bedroom house in  
Central Scotland 

(Sutherland tables, April 2011)
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The average cost for each fuel type is: 

 ● Gas – £1,074

 ● Electric – £1,634

 ● Oil – £1,700

 ● LPG – £2,161

 ● Coal – £1,278

It is important to emphasise that the 
experience of individual off-gas consumers 
across Scotland will vary considerably from 
these averages. Electric heating is more often 
used in social housing, which has higher 
standards of energy efficiency than other 
tenures, and in smaller, urban properties, 
helping reduce costs. 

In contrast, the great majority of consumers 
using heating oil, LPG and solid fuels live in 
rural areas, where older, detached properties 
are much more common. These houses are 
harder and more expensive to make energy 
efficient. In consequence, the Scottish House 
Condition Survey shows that the energy 
efficiency of houses in rural Scotland is 
considerably worse than for houses in  
urban areas1. 

1   The Scottish Government (2010) Scottish House 
Condition Survey: Key Findings 2010, Edinburgh. 
Available at: http://bit.ly/wfV4Lw   

Detailed Consumer Focus analysis of off-gas 
consumers2 shows that, typically, heating oil 
and LPG consumers are not among those 
with the lowest incomes. Despite this, the 
combination of high fuel costs and poor 
energy efficiency means that fuel poverty 
rates for heating oil and LPG consumers 
are considerably higher than for those using 
mains fuels. Fuel poverty rates for those using 
heating oil were 49 per cent for example, and 
over 50 per cent for LPG in 2009, at a time 
when the overall average for Scotland was 33 
per cent. Prices for both mains and off-gas 
fuels have risen since that time. 

2   Information on households without mains gas 
heating, Consumer Focus, 2011, available at  
http://bit.ly/xHlq2O  

Table 1: Energy efficiency of housing by urban/rural location

Energy 
efficiency (%) →
Location ↓

Poor Moderate. Good Total

Urban 1 37 61 100
Rural 13 61 27 100

Scottish House Condition Survey, 2009, extract from table 10
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Options.to.reduce.heating.
costs.for.off-gas.consumers
Market-based approaches
Consumers of mains gas and electricity 
can often make significant savings by 
changing tariff or supplier. In addition, a 
range of measures is in place to help protect 
vulnerable and disadvantaged consumers in 
these regulated markets. At the same time, 
support exists to provide free or subsidised 
loft and cavity wall insulation which can 
reduce bills significantly, depending on 
the suitability of the house, especially in 
combination with a modern condensing  
gas boiler. 

Off-gas consumers face greater challenges 
in replicating these approaches, however. 
The Office of Fair Trading (OFT) report on 
off-gas fuels, published in October 2011, 
clearly shows the fundamental link between 
the wholesale price of crude oil and the cost 
of fuels for consumers. Critically, the OFT 
work found that 90 per cent of the variation 
in heating oil prices is due to crude oil costs3. 
Although Consumer Focus research4 identifies 
options for improving support for vulnerable 
and disadvantaged consumers using these 
fuels in the short term, the underlying costs 
mean that long term solutions, based on  
a stronger approach to energy efficiency  
and alternative sources of heating, are  
clearly needed. 

3   See the OFT Study Off-grid energy, available at 
http://bit.ly/wSPj3x 

4  See http://bit.ly/xzGUWS (when available)

Energy efficiency measures and 
programmes in off-gas homes
Off-gas consumers also face barriers to taking 
up energy efficiency measures. As shown 
above, the construction of older and rural 
houses means that loft or cavity wall insulation 
are often not suitable. In addition, the cost of 
heating oil and LPG means that, while helpful, 
changing to a condensing boiler will have 
limited impact in reducing costs. Suitable 
alternatives for these houses are significantly 
more expensive than the standard measures 
at present. 

Until recently, both private and public 
sector energy efficiency programmes have 
concentrated on lower cost measures, 
especially loft and cavity wall insulation. 
Programmes have more often focused on 
urban areas, where economies of scale 
are possible5. Smaller programmes which 
cover more expensive measures have been 
developed more recently, but are currently at 
an early stage of delivery6. 

5   In Scotland, the Energy Assistance Package and 
Universal Home Insulation Scheme are the most 
important public sector programmes; see  
http://bit.ly/x83aX6. The GB-wide Carbon 
Emissions Reduction Target (CERT) is the main 
private sector scheme

6   The Community Energy Saving Programme (CESP) 
is the largest programme of this type:  
http://bit.ly/zSUnhS  
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The scale of existing energy efficiency work 
is also an issue. Scottish Government 
figures7 suggest that, in addition to current 
programmes and private spending, currently 
worth around £200 million a year, a further 
£3.4 billion would be needed to deliver a 
36 per cent reduction in CO2 emissions by 
2020. Although no comparable estimates for 
spending needed to address fuel poverty are 
available, the scale of the challenge is likely to 
be of similar magnitude. 

This position is now changing. The UK 
Government intends, towards the end of 
2012, to introduce the Green Deal8 and 
Energy Company Obligation9. The Green Deal 
is a Pay As You Save scheme, which will be 
funded by the private sector. Initial costs of 
energy efficiency investment will be recovered 
through a charge on consumers’ electricity 
bills. Critically, however, the Government has 
stated that a golden rule will apply, so that the 
total bill for consumers will not be higher than 
would otherwise have been the case. 

In addition, the Renewable Heat Incentive 
(RHI)10 is being introduced with the aim of 
supporting consumers to install to a wider 
range of renewable heating technologies. 
These include ground and air source heat 
pumps and biomass systems, all of which 
can provide savings compared to the running 
costs of current off-gas fuels. It is likely that 
insulation measures will, to some extent,  
be required as a condition of receipt of  
RHI funding. 

7   Low carbon Scotland: The draft report on proposals 
and policies http://bit.ly/wFdMUn  

8  http://bit.ly/xF9dM3  
9  http://bit.ly/xjfxsz  
10  http://bit.ly/xP8R1b  

As well as reducing fuel poverty, and 
the risk of fuel poverty, these measures 
will contribute towards Scottish and UK 
Government targets to reduce climate change 
emissions from housing. The Scottish House 
Condition Survey shows that off-gas fuels are 
associated with higher levels of emissions 
than those using mains gas11.

Consumer.experience.of.
microgeneration
Consumer Focus Scotland appreciates, 
however, that consumers face a range of 
barriers in taking up new technologies. In 
November 2010, we published Power at 
home12, exploring consumer access to 
microgeneration. The report identified  
barriers including:

 ● lack of awareness and understanding  
of the way microgeneration works; other 
work suggests that lack of understanding 
extends to options for insulation of older, 
hard-to-treat housing, common in  
rural Scotland

 ● problems finding access to trusted,  
locally based traders to install and  
maintain systems

 ● access to the significant up-front  
capital required

11   Scottish House Condition Survey 2010, table 23, 
http://bit.ly/wfV4Lw 

12  Available at http://bit.ly/xu0Oft   
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Given these barriers, it is not surprising 
that the research found that take-up of 
microgeneration in Scotland had been very 
limited, with only a few thousand households 
using these systems. Since that research was 
carried out, it is clear that the introduction of 
Feed-in Tariffs13 has significantly increased 
take-up of electricity generating technologies, 
and of solar photovoltaic panels in particular. 
However, solar PV is, in comparison to 
renewable heat, a relatively simple technology, 
and indications are that the expansion of 
renewable heat in the household sector has 
not, as yet, experienced the same level of 
increased take-up. 

More positively, Power at home also 
found that social landlords, and housing 
associations in particular, had carried out a 
range of work and pilot projects in this area. 
All properties, regardless of construction date, 
owned by social landlords are required to 
meet the Scottish Housing Quality Standard 
(SHQS)14. The standard specifies minimum 
levels of energy efficiency, and meeting 
these can be challenging for older houses 
without access to mains gas. Stakeholder 
discussions suggested that the need to 
meet the standard, combined with concern 
about the affordability of their tenants’ bills 
and availability of grant support, had driven a 
stronger approach to both insulation and the 
use of microgeneration than in other tenures. 

13  http://bit.ly/z8nqVF  
14  http://bit.ly/whpdVR 

Research.aims.
Accordingly, Consumer Focus Scotland 
commissioned Changeworks to look in more 
detail at the experience of social landlords, 
and of housing associations in particular, as 
they sought to provide affordable heat for 
tenants in off-gas areas. Representatives 
of the Scottish Government, the Scottish 
Federation of Housing Associations (SFHA), 
Energy Action Scotland and the Energy 
Saving Trust acted as a steering group for the 
research, which looked in detail at: 

 ● the technologies and approaches used 
by social landlords to provide affordable 
warmth for off-gas consumers

 ● the views of social landlords on the 
effectiveness of those technologies, 
including issues they encountered and 
addressed during pilot projects, their 
experience of supporting tenants using  
the new systems and assistance they 
would wish to see provided in support  
of further work

 ● the views of tenants on both the systems 
themselves, including levels of comfort and 
running costs, and on the support they 
received from landlords to help them use 
the new technologies
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Methodology
The research was carried out in four phases: 

 ● A literature review was undertaken to 
inform the study

 ● An online survey was carried out to 
provide an overview of approaches 
and the experiences among social 
landlords. This was distributed to off-gas 
housing associations (HAs) and local 
authorities (LAs) across Scotland, with 39 
organisations completing the survey

 ● In-depth interviews were carried out with 
staff at eight LAs and HAs to explore in 
more detail issues emerging from the 
survey. Case studies for each of the eight 
landlords are available in the full report

 ● A combination of focus groups and 
telephone interviews was used to 
engage the tenants of eight social 
landlords to gather their perspectives and 
understanding of the various technologies 
that have been installed

This paper provides an overview of the 
research findings and also draws out 
lessons and makes recommendations 
for both the social rented sector and for 
the Green Deal and Energy Company 
Obligation (ECO). The full Changeworks 
report is available from Consumer Focus 
Scotland on request. 
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Our research explored the experience of 
registered social landlords (RSLs) in selecting 
and installing different options, including 
microgeneration, to provide affordable  
warmth for their tenants. We were interested 
in exploring:

 ● the techniques and technologies selected 
by social landlords, and the drivers behind 
their choices

 ● landlords’ experiences of the different 
systems, especially where they have 
experience of different systems over time

 ● the support landlords had provided for 
tenants to use new systems, and feedback 
from tenants

The sections below follow the above 
structure. In addition, landlords were given  
the opportunity to provide wider comments 
on their experience of using renewable 
heating systems. 

This research was carried out in two phases. 
Firstly, an online survey was compiled and 
distributed to off-gas HAs and LAs across 
Scotland, with 39 organisations completing 
the survey. To explore the issues raised in 
more detail, case study interviews were then 
conducted with staff from:

 ● Moray Council

 ● Rural Stirling Housing Association

 ● Servite Housing Association

 ● West Highland Housing Association

 ● Grampian Housing Association

 ● Orkney Islands Council

 ● The Link Group 

 ● Dumfries and Galloway Housing 
Partnership

 ● Hebridean Housing Partnership

The map shows the location of these 
organisations across Scotland. 

The technologies adopted by each of the 
case study landlords are shown in the table 
below. Case studies were selected to cover a 
wide range of technologies and geographies. 
In addition, most of those selected had 
experience of a number of different micro-
generation projects and were therefore able to 
describe in detail how their experiences had 
evolved over time.

Fuels.used.in.off-gas.areas
Landlords reported that, in off-gas housing, 
electricity was by far the most common 
heating fuel. Relatively few (four and five 
respectively) have houses which use heating 
oil or coal, and only two landlords reported 
the use of LPG. In contrast, the majority of 
those responding had experience of at least 
one renewable heating technology. 

Registered Social Landlords’ 
Experience of Energy Efficiency and 
Microgeneration 
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Landlords’.motivations.for.
installing.microgeneration.
systems
In both survey and case studies, RSLs 
reported a range of motivations for having 
installed micro-generation in their off-gas 
properties. Meeting the SHQS in their existing 
stock and/or meeting building regulations  
in new-build properties were the most 
common drivers. 

Other common motivations were: to reduce 
heating costs for tenants, address fuel poverty 
and improve comfort levels. A small number 
of RSLs mentioned that reducing CO2 was 
also a factor. Availability of grants sometimes 
led RSLs to look into, and proceed with 
installing, specific technologies, and it 
tended to be the same RSLs who applied to 
numerous grant schemes. 

Table 2: Renewable heat technologies used in study RSLs

RSL.↓

Solar.water.
heating

Air.source.
heat.pump

Ground.
source.heat.
pump

Biomass.
district.
heating

Gas.district.
heating.or.
CHP

Moray.
Council

X X X

Rural.Stirling.
HA

X X X

Servite.HA X X X X
West.
Highland.HA

X X X X

Grampian.HA X X X
Orkney.
Islands.
Council

X X

The.Link.
Group

X X X X

Dumfries.and.
Galloway.
Housing.
Partnership

X X X

Hebridean.
Housing.
Partnership

X
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The motivations, to some extent, influenced 
the approach RSLs took to installing 
microgeneration, as our case study 
discussions showed. Where RSLs had a 
number of properties on a particular type 
of heating system that either failed to meet 
SHQS standards (eg solid fuel) or that was 
deemed to be less satisfactory than other 
heating systems in their properties (eg electric 
storage system), they had a programme 
to prioritise heating replacements in these 
properties. In other cases, microgeneration 
may be installed where there was a specific 
issue in a household, eg where a tenant had 
raised a desire for a new heating system or 
where heating systems needed to be replaced 
because of age. Some RSLs were piloting 
particular microgeneration technologies with 
an intention of fitting in more properties. In 
some cases the availability of grants dictated 
the type of technology fitted. 

Techniques.used.by.RSLs.to.
provide.affordable.warmth
Chart 2 shows the technologies installed, 
underway, or under consideration by landlords 
in off-gas areas, as indicated by the survey. 
In addition, chart 3 shows those technologies 
which were considered but which were 
subsequently not taken forward. In line 
with best practice, heating systems were 
accompanied by investments in insulation 
– chart 4 shows the high take-up of non-
traditional insulation methods, installed  
where standard loft and cavity insulation  
were not possible. 

We were also interested to learn about social 
landlords’ experiences of the technologies 
in action. Charts 5 and 6 show the issues 
encountered by social landlords when 
installing technologies, and chart 7 shows the 
responses given to the question ‘would you 
install this technology again?’.

Our research then explored the reasons 
behind these findings. 

Key points in selection of the technologies 
were that:

 ● Connection to the mains gas network, 
together with installation of efficient boilers, 
represents the best option at present, and 
is therefore undertaken where physically 
and economically possible

 ● Historically, social landlords have some 
experience of the use of solar thermal 
panels to produce hot water; there is 
a perception that this is technology is 
more mature and therefore than easier to 
manage than others, and it is therefore 
relatively widely adopted

 ● Where a renewable heating system 
provides the best option, air source heat 
pumps (ASHPs) are by far the most 
popular option; they are understood to be 
less expensive and less disruptive to install 
than ground source heat pumps (GSHPs). 
Some RSLs also reported that the location 
of their properties meant that GSHPs were 
not an option

 ● It is clear from all of the charts that 
biomass heating is less popular, and 
experience more mixed. This is the  
case whether systems are installed in 
individual houses or as part of district 
heating schemes
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RSL.satisfaction.with.systems
Responses to questions about landlords’ 
experience of the systems show that 
satisfaction levels are reasonably high 
even though significant minorities reported 
problems across all technologies. This is 
reflected by the views reported in chart 6, 
which shows that the majority of respondents 
would either ‘definitely or maybe’ install 
technologies again. Taken together with 
subsequent discussions, our research 
suggests that problems were in many cases 
not due to issues with the technologies 
themselves. Rather issues are a consequence 
of early issues with contractors not fully 
understanding installation requirements, 
at times combined with lack of experience 
among RSL staff. It was striking that all of the 
case studies referred to the learning curve 
involved in dealing with microgeneration 
projects, and comments from RSLs typically 
reflected this: 

‘�Issues�arose�because�the�[solar�thermal]�
project�was�done�in�conjunction�with�a�
re-roofing�project,�and�would�have�been�
better�done�with�a�heating�project�to�
ensure�sufficient�skills�were�on�site�during�
installation’

The case studies provide an opportunity to 
explore this issue in more detail. In interviews, 
it became clear that many RSLs had 
experienced problems with their installations, 
many of which were attributed to a lack of 
installer and contractor experience with  
those technologies. 

In some cases, RSLs stated this had 
improved in the recent past as installers 
become more experienced. In other cases, 
the RSL felt it was due to having a poor 
installer. Many also suffered from having 
too many contractors involved in one 
installation; either this reduced the quality 
of the installation or, when problems arose, 
it was difficult to identify responsibility for 
the problem. Many found the quality of 
installations differed between installers and 
expected the installer would have been more 
experienced than proved to be the case. 

Given the mixed feedback in relation to 
biomass systems, we also looked at this 
in more detail. The case study discussions 
suggested that those RSLs which had 
installed the systems were rather more 
positive about them than the survey suggests. 
Wider discussions suggested, however, that 
the unpopularity of biomass systems was due 
to issues around the ongoing management, 
which require either landlords (or tenants) to 
refill wood chip hoppers regularly. 

In addition, some housing associations 
reported negative experiences of district 
heating systems, regardless of fuel source; 
a particular problem arose where plumbing 
issues meant that access to a number of 
tenants’ properties was needed on the 
same day. Logistically, this is difficult to co-
ordinate, and these are likely to be factors in 
the relatively high proportion of less positive 
responses around district heating systems 
fuelled by biomass boilers. 
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Chart 2: Heating systems installed by RSLs in off-gas properties
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Chart 3: Heating technologies considered but not taken forward
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Chart 4: Non-standard insulation measures installed by RSLs 
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Chart 5:  Overview of answers to the question ‘did the (microgeneration) technology perform as 
expected?’
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Chart 6:  Performance against expectations, by technology
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Chart 7: ‘Would you install this technology again? If not, why not?

2

4

6

8

10

12

0

Renewable heat technology

N
o.

 o
f r

es
p

on
se

s

So
la

r w
at

er
 

he
at

in
g

G
ro

un
d 

so
ur

ce
 

he
at

 p
um

p

Ai
r s

ou
rc

e 
he

at
 p

um
p

B
io

m
as

s 
bo

ile
rs

D
is

tri
ct

 h
ea

tin
g 

(b
io

m
as

s)

Yes − definitely

Maybe

No − because none of our 
other properties are suitable 
for this technology

No − because the costs of 
the technology are too high

No − because the technology 
has not performed as 
expected or has been too 
problematic



24 Consumer Focus Scotland

Monitoring
A variety of methods were used by landlords 
to monitor the performance of micro-
generation systems. Chart 8 shows how this 
varied between each technology. 

Chart 8: Techniques used by RSLs to monitor performance of renewable heating systems 
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It is difficult to draw firm conclusions from this 
data, other than to note that the techniques 
used to monitor technologies varied: for 
instance, biomass boilers were only monitored 
using technical equipment, whereas heat 
pumps tended to be monitored using tenant 
surveys or using tenant bills. 
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Engaging.and.supporting.
tenants.
The survey and case studies also explored 
the ways in which landlords had informed  
and supported tenants to understand and  
get the best from their new systems. While  
all respondents had provided advice, the 
types and levels of support varied, with 
many RSLs combining more than one of the 
following approaches: 

 ● the provision of guidance leaflets

 ● advisors (from the RSL or contractors) 
showing tenants how to use technology 
when they moved in or when the new 
heating system was installed

 ● follow-up visits by RSL staff after a  
few weeks

 ● telephone advice

 ● information sessions

Individual RSLs had gone further in some 
instances. For example, one RSL had 
established a renewables working group 
that included tenants. Another RSL stated 
that they tried to ensure that, for vulnerable 
tenants, a family member or close friend was 
present during this demonstration so that they 
could also learn about the system and provide 
support to the tenant. 

Two RSLs are looking into the possibility of 
providing guidance to tenants in electronic 
formats, although both of these formats are 
yet to be developed. West Highland Housing 
Association is looking into using a video clip 
demonstrating how to use the system which 
would be uploaded onto their website or on 
computers in the office terminal. Similarly,  
the Link Group are looking into the possibility 
of using a digital TV channel to provide  
this information. 

Guidance material
All case study RSLs provided written 
guidance, but this can vary enormously 
from basic to more thorough and complex 
information. The technology instruction 
manual, information contained in the home 
guide, in-house produced leaflets, laminate 
information sheets or booklets on how to 
use the system were all mentioned. In-house 
material appeared to be more effective to 
communicate with tenants as it was much 
more straightforward and user-friendly. 
Tenants do not usually require complicated 
technical information. 

Related to this, it is important to consider 
the relative strengths of those delivering or 
producing the advice and guidance. Generally, 
the contractor will be the technical expert, 
although that may not necessarily translate 
to having the ability to explain the system to 
tenants. On the other hand, RSLs may not 
have as much technical expertise, but will 
have staff who liaise with tenants regularly. 
RSLs highlight the critical importance, 
whichever combination of staff is used, of 
avoiding the situation where confusing or 
conflicting advice is given to tenants. There 
is a greater risk of mixed messages where 
multiple contractors are used. 



26 Consumer Focus Scotland

Ongoing advice
In addition, most of the case study RSLs 
recognised the need for there to be continual 
advice on hand for tenants. Typically, there 
will be an officer who tenants can contact for 
help. Some RSLs also arrange a follow-up 
home visit or demonstration of the system 
a few weeks after it has been installed. 
This has been found to be extremely 
useful since tenants do not tend to take 
all the information in the first time, and a 
second visit allows them the opportunity 
to practise using the system before the 
meeting. Regular maintenance visits also 
provide this opportunity. Some RSLs carry 
out post-installation surveys to gauge the 
level of satisfaction of tenants with the new 
technology, and these provide a means of 
identifying problems encountered by tenants.

Information sessions
Two RSLs interviewed have carried out open 
days to provide more information on the 
heating system. This is carried out prior to the 
installation to show what the system will be, 
how it works and what the installation process 
will be. An open day is usually held with HA 
staff present and the technology installer. 

Learning.from.tenant.
feedback
Many RSLs, particularly those who had 
delivered successive microgeneration 
projects, had carried out more than one of 
these activities, and many stated that they 
had learned from previous experience and 
now involve tenants more thoroughly and/or 
at an earlier stage. It is also clear from case 
study interviews that support has improved 
as landlords have gained more experience of 
what works for different groups of tenants. 
The performance of systems can vary 
between identical properties as a result of 
tenants’ behaviours or lifestyles. 

RSLs reported, in particular, a mixed reaction 
from tenants regarding the running costs of 
ASHPs, with some having very low running 
costs, and others complaining about high 
running costs. In at least some of these 
cases, higher costs were due either to 
technical faults which were later corrected, 
or incorrect use. There were also reports that 
some systems failed to produce adequate 
heat during recent winters, which were  
much colder than average. Some RSLs  
also suggested that with rising electricity 
prices, tenants would struggle to compare  
the running costs between old and new 
heating systems. 
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A related issue is the amount of control RSLs 
allow or encourage tenants to have over 
their new heating system once it had been 
installed. Some RSLs were keen that heating 
systems are set up for tenants so they only 
need to make minimal changes to control 
the system, while others encourage tenants 
to actively take charge of the system. Heat 
pumps were found by RSLs to present the 
most issues for tenants, especially those that 
used underfloor heating systems. 

A central conclusion for all heating types 
is that easy-to-operate control systems, 
backed up by clear explanations, are critical 
to ensure tenants get the best from these 
systems. Although many RSLs experienced 
problems with ASHPs initially, the majority 
of RSLs reported very successful projects 
which had led to warmer homes and reduced 
bills for tenants. Not surprisingly, success 
appeared to be linked to the RSL’s knowledge 
and experience over time, including issues 
like dealing with contractors and supporting 
tenants. 

Additional.comments
Survey respondents were asked what 
additional support they felt was needed 
to enable social landlords to install 
microgeneration and energy efficiency 
measures more effectively. The vast majority 
of responses called for better grant assistance 
or better information/advice provision. 

Grant funding
Given the capital cost of renewable heating 
systems, and of insulation for hard-to-treat 
properties, it is perhaps not surprising that 
many respondents stated that there should 
be more grant funding available. In addition, 
a large number of respondents felt the grant 
system was too complicated and unclear and 
should be simplified, for example through 
having a ‘one-stop shop’ grant system. 

A number of respondents made individual 
comments:

 ● Grant funding would be better if it were 
provided on a longer-term basis, to enable 
social landlords to plan and make longer-
term decisions; more consistency between 
different funding streams would also  
be helpful

 ● Costs can be inflated by contractors within 
‘preferred bidder’ systems 

 ● There is currently no mechanism for 
generating a financial return for landlords 
from renewable heating – savings are 
made by tenants, through lower bills 

There is evidence that RSLs had, like private 
householders, responded positively to the 
opportunity to generate income from Feed  
n Tariffs from electricity generation. If the  
RHI operates effectively, and assuming 
RSLs are able to access capital against the 
long-term revenue streams which would be 
provided, the RHI could address some of 
these concerns.
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Information and advice for RSLs
Respondents in this area were split into  
three categories: 

 ● those who felt there was a need for  
more case studies or more sharing  
of information

 ● those who felt there was a need for 
practical evidence or monitoring data  
to reflect that technologies work

 ● those who felt that more unbiased advice 
is needed (reflecting, in part, a concern 
that installers’ advice is not unbiased)

Most of the comments received were in 
relation to better technical advice, although 
there were some comments that more 
advice on funding would be helpful, as 
would information on tenants’ experiences 
of systems. Some landlords stated that case 
studies describing the experience of using 
new technologies in different house types, 
locations and climates across Scotland would 
be helpful. One respondent commented 
that more information is also needed on the 
maintenance requirements. 

Experience.of.social.
landlords:.Key.points
Our research found that:

 ● Social landlords have a considerable 
and growing experience of the use of 
renewable heating systems, although 
experience seems currently to be 
concentrated among a relatively small 
proportion of landlords

 ● The main drivers for social landlords 
to take up technologies are, jointly, the 
needs to meet the SHQS, new building 
standards, and to provide affordable 
warmth for tenants

 ● A significant minority of landlords 
highlighted problems with their experience 
of renewable heating systems. However, 
these issues related, in most cases, to the 
experience of contractors and RSL staff, 
and not to the technologies themselves. 
Eventual satisfaction with the different 
systems used is relatively high, once early 
problems have been addressed

 ● Related to the above, landlords have also 
used a range of approaches to support 
tenants, and there is evidence of this 
support maturing over time

 ● Landlords highlighted both a stable 
investment regime and better sources of 
advice as critical to ensure good practice 
can be promoted and replicated
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The experience of consumers is critical to the 
successful adoption of any new technology. 
This is especially so in the case of social 
housing tenants, as they are more likely 
to be vulnerable or disadvantaged than 
those in other tenures. This, in turn, means 
that lessons can be drawn for the support 
necessary for vulnerable consumers in  
other tenures. 

An important part of this research was the 
use of both focus groups and telephone 
interviews to learn more about tenants’ 
experiences. A total of 40 tenants provided 
feedback, from Moray Council, Rural Stirling 
Housing Association, West Highland Housing 
Association, Grampian Housing Association, 
Dumfries and Galloway Housing Partnership, 
Orkney Housing Association, Albyn Housing 
Association, and one other organisation which 
was keen to contribute, but which wished 
to remain anonymous. Most tenants were 
located in rural or island locations. 

In many cases the renewable heating system 
was already installed when the tenant moved 
into their home, due to a high proportion 
of new-build properties. However, some 
tenants had experience of the process of 
microgeneration systems being installed in 
existing homes. 

In nearly all cases, this was the tenant’s first 
experience of using a renewable energy 
system. Whether in their current or former 
property, their previous heating system was 
generally electric storage heating, with some 
coal fires and bottled gas fires. 

Many tenants did not like their previous 
systems, describing them as ‘expensive’, 
‘shocking’, ‘unpredictable’, ‘partial’ or ‘hard 
to control’, but what is perhaps surprising 
is the relatively high proportion of tenants 
(albeit less than half) who liked their electric 
storage heating and found it met their needs. 
This could be partly due simply to familiarity 
and a dislike of change, particularly from 
a traditional system to a new one that is 
relatively unknown and poorly understood by 
most householders.

Reflecting the balance of technologies 
described in the previous chapter, and 
the aim of concentrating on technologies 
providing space heating, the majority of 
the feedback from tenants relates to air 
source heat pumps. Tenants’ experience of 
district biomass heating is also covered, and 
there is some feedback relating to ground 
source heat pumps and solar water heating. 
There is no feedback on individual biomass 
boilers, illustrating the lack of investment in 
this technology on an individual household 
basis. Some tenants had a combination 
of technologies (ASHPs and solar water 
heating).

In two instances tenants had wood stoves 
as well as their other heating system. In both 
cases these were installed on health grounds, 
where tenants suffered from health conditions 
which meant that high levels of warmth were 
of paramount importance.

The sections below describe tenant 
experiences by technology, before drawing 
out some experiences common across all 
technologies. 

Tenants’ experience of microgeneration
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Solar.water.heating
Thirteen tenants had SWH. There was 
relatively little direct feedback on these 
systems, perhaps indicative of the fact they 
are very much in the background and do 
not require much direct interaction by the 
tenant15. It is also perhaps indicative of the 
greater focus placed on space heating by 
most householders; tenants felt that the 
system was straightforward to use, but also 
highlighted the relatively modest savings 
made by SWH.

Another tenant highlighted the fundamental 
weakness of SWH. They like their system and 
understand how and when to get the most 
out of it, but they ‘know it won’t be much 
good for the next 5–6 [winter] months’.

Overall, SWH seems to play a positive, but 
relatively minor, part in tenants’ thoughts on 
their heating systems: 

‘ I don’t really have anything to compare 
the solar water heating system with and to 
know how it should be performing, but you 
presume it’s doing what it’s meant to be 
doing … you can’t really prove it’.�

15   This ties in with previous tenant research carried 
out into social housing SWH; Lister Housing Co-
operative, working with Changeworks, installed solar 
water heating systems into multiple stone tenement 
flats. An interview was filmed between the Director 
and one of the tenants, and is available at  
http://bit.ly/AtYf4F 

Three tenants felt their SWH was not working 
well as they still had high electricity bills in 
the summer despite their heating being 
turned off. Again, this is difficult to confirm 
without monitoring. This highlights an issue 
from the survey and case study interviews, 
which found that none of the organisations 
interviewed is monitoring the cost benefits of 
their SWH systems16.

Ground.source.heat.pumps
Seven tenants interviewed had a GSHP. Their 
experiences range from the strongly positive, 
to much more negative:

 ● One tenant provided very positive feedback 
after six years living with the system. The 
GSHP is in a new-build house and linked 
to underfloor heating (their previous home 
was an old farmhouse heated mainly by 
the cooker in the kitchen). The tenant 
indicated that they never touch the controls 
and that the house is always warm and 
comfortable. Any (minimal) problems are 
resolved promptly by the landlord, and 
the tenant stated they ‘couldn’t wish for 
anything better’. They also highlighted 
positive practical aspects (that may not 
be considered by landlords or installers 
but which are more likely to be important 
to the householders), such as the lack of 
dirt (unlike eg a coal fire) and the additional 
space gained by having an underground 
system with under-floor heating. Running 
costs are £50/month for space and water 
heating, which seems very competitive 
especially given their location (Orkney)

16   However, the Energy Saving Trust has recently 
published monitoring results for solar water heating 
systems. The report is available at  
http://bit.ly/zFR9Y8  
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 ● On the other hand, one tenant recently 
moved into a new-build house with a 
GSHP and underfloor heating. They seem 
to be experiencing numerous teething 
problems, say the house is ‘either freezing 
or boiling’ and do not like the slow 
response rate of the GSHP (they have 
been advised that once they have adjusted 
the heating setting they have to wait eight 
hours before changing it again)

The above illustrates a finding common 
to many of the tenants’ micro-generation 
experiences, that the majority of 
microgeneration systems seem to perform 
satisfactorily but tenants often have teething 
problems. The speed and success of 
resolving these is shown to be key in shaping 
tenants’ perceptions of their heating systems. 
This conflicting feedback also highlights the 
fact that the quality of space heating delivered 
by heat pumps is liked by some but not by 
others – making tenant lifestyles an important 
part of the decision-making process for social 
landlords selecting microgeneration systems.

The first tenant above was also under the 
impression this was the first heat pump 
installation carried out by the landlord in 
question, and that they found it so expensive 
they had not proceeded with other GSHP 
installations (moving instead towards ASHPs). 

Unfortunately the other five tenants served by 
GSHPs (who live in the same housing block) 
have had a much more negative experience 
to date, revolving around the fundamental 
problems of not enough heat being delivered 
during winter months and having very  
high bills:

 ● There appear to be a number of technical 
issues leading to poor performance in 
all these new-build (2010) properties; it 
seems this is due partly to lack of initial 
understanding by the landlord and partly to 
poor installation

 ● It has proved hard to resolve these issues 
despite employing various consultants, 
and this led to tenants receiving conflicting 
advice about how to use their space and 
water heating

 ● Extremely low (unrealistically so) running 
cost figures were initially quoted to the 
tenants, which were later increased; 
however these were greatly exceeded, 
with tenants paying £120/month in 
some instances. The landlord has paid 
compensation to these tenants

 ● Technical issues have resulted in noise, 
low or partial space heating, problems with 
hot water supply, but also to serious health 
issues in some instances. Unfortunately 
all the tenants served by the GSHP are 
vulnerable, ie elderly or disabled, which 
exacerbates the potential problems

 ● The landlord is working hard to ensure 
all issues are resolved before the coming 
winter. However, removal of the GSHP 
systems has also been suggested 
internally, and tenants seem extremely 
worried about being warm enough this 
winter while also being able to pay  
their bills
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One of the critical weaknesses of the latter 
GSHP system seems to have been the 
(acknowledged) lack of understanding by 
the landlord before they undertook to install 
the system; since then they have been on a 
very steep learning curve. This may be partly 
explained by the initial motivation for the 
installation which seems to have been to meet 
planning-related CO2 requirements, despite 
being in an urban gas-connected area. 

In addition to the tenant interviews and 
focus groups carried out, Castlehill Housing 
Association has installed GSHPs for nine 
domestic properties and communal areas 
of a sheltered housing development in 
Aberdeenshire17. They recently carried out 
a tenant survey, which received eight replies. 
All tenants found the system easy to use 
and more responsive than their previous 
system. The social landlord is running the 
system on a communal basis and charging 
tenants a monthly charge, which is currently 
less than £15. The tenants were previously 
using electric storage heating and the social 
landlord estimates that the system has 
produced a 50 per cent saving in  
heating costs.

17   This information was provided by Castlehill Housing 
Association from a recent committee report 

Air.source.heat.pumps
23 tenants had ASHPs; the majority were 
linked to radiators, with only three linked to 
underfloor heating, and in several cases the 
properties in question also had solar water 
heating. This technology seems particularly 
common for retro-fitting, in comparison with 
the other systems explored in this research. 
As such, this experience perhaps offers more 
lessons for retro-fit of technologies in existing 
housing in other tenures.

Tenants’ experiences of using ASHPs reflect 
the wider issues identified in the RSL survey 
and case studies. Feedback from users of 
these systems varied considerably, from 
‘brilliant’ and ‘absolutely amazing’ to ‘hate it’ 
and ‘useless’. However, a key finding is that 
all but one of the tenants who had the ASHP 
retro-fitted to replace their old heating system 
now find their home considerably warmer and 
easier to heat.

In many cases, technical problems occurred 
mostly in the early stages after installation, 
and the systems often seem to be ‘first-
class, once they sorted out the problems’. 
The ‘teething problems’ reported by tenants 
included:

 ● thermostats put on wrong way around

 ● incorrect timer settings, which can have a 
considerable impact on running costs, as 
can choice of electricity tariff

 ● different houses having different settings, 
leading to homes being ‘either freezing 
or boiling’ 
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Resolution of these issues was reported 
to take some time, varying between a few 
months and over a year. One of the main 
problems tenants raised was the lack of 
knowledge by the landlords, installers and/
or maintenance contractors. Some tenants 
felt ‘the installers were novices themselves’, 
and that ‘qualifications of installers and 
maintenance and [landlords] need to 
improve’. 

In contrast, tenants reported that some 
landlords have worked much more effectively 
and have a good understanding of the 
systems. In addition, even where there has 
been a perceived lack of technical knowledge 
by the tenants, they were generally very 
supportive of their landlords and felt they were 
very helpful.

Some tenants had an issue with the noise 
levels; this seems mainly to be where the 
heat pump is in the loft. One reported that the 
noise then comes through air vents into the 
bathroom so they can ‘never have a quiet 
bath’. Similarly, some units are located in 
another part of the main living space, such as 
an understairs cupboard where the start-up 
noise in particular can wake up tenants in the 
morning. Siting the heat pump unit in a utility 
room seems to help avoid this issue.

Several tenants felt their hot water was not 
hot enough; ‘tepid’ was a commonly used 
description, and some tenants provide extra 
heat to baths by boiling kettles.

Among those tenants who had experienced 
ASHP retro-fits, running costs were generally 
thought to be lower than previously. Despite 
this experience, unknown future costs or the 
high costs associated with technical faults 
were reported as concerns. 

Most householders found the controls 
easy to use, although several did not feel 
they knew how to use the system properly. 
Unsurprisingly, there was a division between 
tenants who like the ‘don’t touch it’ approach 
adopted by several landlords, and those who 
prefer a hands-on approach and want to try 
and resolve problems themselves. 

The ‘don’t touch it’ appears to work only if 
the basic programmer or thermostat is very 
simple and virtually fail-safe; if it is assumed 
that some tenants will try and reset systems 
to suit their own needs (which seems 
reasonable), then it becomes more important 
that they should understand how the system 
works and how it should be set.

Another important issue is that a heat pump 
is a very different heating system to the more 
conventional gas or electric heating, and 
support for tenants using the new system 
did not always reflect this. As a result, many 
tenants seemed to lack confidence in using 
the ASHP. In several instances tenants stated 
that they were scared to touch controls, in 
case they took actions that would make 
the ASHP perform poorly. Some tenants 
didn’t have their system on all the time even 
though they’re specifically told to do so – ‘I 
couldn’t afford that’. Others turned it off as 
they were scared of not being able to control 
their electricity consumption and ‘panicked’. 
Others do not like the fact they are told once 
they have changed the setting they have to 
wait eight hours before changing it again. 
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Many tenants have taken a long time to 
adjust to the different style of heating and 
the relatively slow response rate. Others do 
not like the fact they have to have all their 
radiators on and are not meant to open 
their windows, or that the system provides 
a relatively constant temperature – they find 
their homes too hot at certain times, such as 
overnight, as a result. One tenant had turned 
the ASHP off and was using their old electric 
storage heaters instead as they didn’t like the 
type of heat delivered by the ASHP, although 
this was an isolated case.

Most tenants ultimately come to like their 
ASHP system: ‘it’s a good system, but it 
takes a lot of getting used to’. However, 
tenants’ variable experiences highlight the 
importance for landlords to take the time early 
on to explain fully to tenants how best the 
system works, and to back up explanations 
with detailed information on running costs. 

Despite these complications and challenges, 
there have also been many positive 
comments from tenants: 

‘I would advise anybody to have [an ASHP].’�

‘�Absolutely�amazing�–�it�has�changed�my�
family’s�lives�…�you�just�press�a�button�
and�it�comes�on�quickly;�I�had�a�coal�fire�
heating�system�in�my�previous�house�so�in�
comparison�this�system�is�very�good.’

The following quote perhaps provides the 
best summary: 

‘�The�heating�system�is�quite�good,�and�
my�system�works�well.�But�they�should�
have�done�a�better�job�on�the�installation�
and�come�up�with�better�figures�to�show�
tenants�what�they�were�paying�under�the�
old�system�and�what�they�pay�now,�to�
highlight�savings.�The�systems�are�not�set�
properly�so�people�are�having�very�different�
bills�and�experiences.�Also�we�should�have�
been�given�more�information.�I�am�just�
about�the�only�house�that�has�never�had�
any�problems.’

District.heating
Six tenants from two different organisations 
had biomass district heating systems 
(DHSs). Feedback varied between the two 
organisations.

In one instance, the system has performed 
very well. The tenants were extremely happy, 
having previously lived in a house with coal 
fires and a back boiler. They have experienced 
no problems, find the system easy to use 
and say their home is always warm: ‘I would 
recommend it for families with children on  
a basic income, you get good heating for 
your money and there is normally plenty  
of hot water’. 

Less positively, they reported that their feet 
could get too hot from the underfloor heating 
and they had to leave the patio doors open, 
as turning the heating down can make it go 
down too far.
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Tenants from the other organisation gave 
mixed feedback on their DHS, partly due to 
technical problems or high running costs and 
partly due to lack of understanding of how 
to use the system. Overall, their homes have 
mostly been warm and they have always 
had hot water, so the system does deliver 
what it is meant to. However, several tenants 
have found it confusing to use. Although 
technical problems have been relatively 
minor (eg air locks and leaking pipes) they 
were widespread and persistent, which has 
coloured tenants’ perceptions: 

‘ I haven’t had any problems keeping the 
house warm, but the related problems  
bring [the overall system] down … it could 
be so good’.�

The main issue for some tenants seems to 
be the fact that some problems have never 
been resolved, despite many maintenance 
visits. In some cases tenants have simply 
stopped asking for help and, for example, 
live with a bucket under the leaking pipe in 
question. Some tenants also stated they 
were not shown how to use the system 
properly and that the landlord did not know 
either. Perceptions on running costs vary 
but several tenants felt their bills were high. 
There seemed to be a general perception the 
landlord did not have a great understanding 
of the system, which in turn makes it hard for 
tenants to understand it.

Tenant.advice.and.
consultation
Tenants reported that consultation commonly 
took the form of a simple letter or telephone 
call informing them of the impending change. 
However, in some instances the landlords 
offered the tenant a choice of keeping their 
existing system or having the proposed new 
one. In one instance, the tenant stated they 
were not told anything until the day of the 
installation. This experience coloured the 
tenant’s perception of the system as a whole. 

One tenant had attended an exhibition held 
by the landlord in the local community centre. 
They provided very positive feedback from 
this, suggesting it is a very good way of 
engaging with and informing tenants.

Several tenants were not initially happy about 
being told they were having their heating 
systems replaced; however, most now seem 
to prefer their new heating systems. The 
majority of tenants, on the other hand, were 
delighted at the prospect of having a more 
efficient and cheaper heating system.

In more than one case, tenants did not 
actually know what heating system they had. 
This may be the result of a lack of accessible 
information on the new system. However, it 
could also be indicative of a lack of interest 
or satisfaction with the new system; if it is 
performing well, at acceptable cost, there is 
no pressing need for tenants to learn more 
about it.
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For those properties where heating systems 
were retro-fitted, the installation process 
generally seemed relatively quick and hassle-
free; feedback from tenants was largely  
very positive and having a professional and 
friendly installation team clearly made a 
difference to tenants’ initial perceptions of 
their heating systems.

Tenants.and.user.issues
Most tenants seem to find their new heating 
systems relatively easy to use, but often this 
was only a surface-level knowledge. This is 
fine as long as there are no problems with 
the system, but it highlights the importance 
of expert support being available when 
something goes wrong: 

‘ I’m not too clued up on all the buttons but  
I never have to use them as it’s all set up,  
I just switch it on’;�

‘ If you need heating on just turn up 
thermostat … don’t interfere with time clock 
or anything, they come around and they 
alter it when they inspect it now and again’.

SWH systems did not seem to present any 
real user issues, for reasons mentioned 
above. Some tenants believed their 
systems were not functioning properly but 
did not seem to be able to confirm this. 
The meter panel itself is generally relatively 
straightforward and does not seem to have 
caused any difficulties. Likewise the biomass 
DHSs seem in many cases to be relatively 
straightforward to use, with problems being 
more about maintenance than controls. 
Where tenants found it difficult to control, this 
seems mainly due to not being given sufficient 
information and support by the landlord.

Heat pumps clearly presented more issues 
in relation to daily use and controllability. 
Perceptions of user-friendliness varied, but 
the control panel itself seems to be very 
important in making it easy for tenants to use. 
One housing association18 now specifies the 
use of a very simple thermostatic controller19 
in all their ASHP installations, and this seems 
to have addressed earlier problems. As the 
association put it, this new controller is: 

‘ …very simple to use. Click warm for your 
chosen warm setting, click cool for your 
chosen cool setting (all fully programmable 
and manually adjustable by a few degrees 
either way once programmed). We suggest 
tenants click cool for summer, going 
shopping, going to sleep or going away 
for a day or two. The blue button is a frost 
setting and can be used for long holidays or 
at change of tenancy. It allows the machine 
to run efficiently without tenant interference. 
Really simple and proving really popular.’�

Using such a simple controller could also help 
counter the confusion mentioned by some 
tenants in having two different sets of controls 
(ie one on the wall and another on the heat 
pump itself).

18  Hebridean Housing Partnership (Western Isles)
19  Horstmann Thermoplus
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Some tenants dislike the constant, steady 
style of heating delivered by a heat pump, 
and find it hard getting used to non-instant 
heating, whereas others found this a 
considerable benefit. Age did not seem to 
affect perceptions on new heating systems, 
other than the issues raised by two older 
tenants that ‘it can be hard remembering 
which button to press’ (highlighting the need 
for simple controls) and that change can be 
harder to adjust to after having lived in their 
previous property with a different heating 
system for over 50 years. 

A related point was that a number of tenants 
also stated that they miss having an open 
fire, but not the work associated with it. It 
is important for landlords to make tenants 
aware of the different type of heat which is 
delivered by a heat pump and the lack of a 
heating focal point where this is used with 
underfloor heating. This can clearly be hard 
for householders to get used to.

Methods.used.to.advise.and.
provide.guidance.to.tenants
Tenants reported that installers commonly 
provided a demonstration on moving in 
or completing the installation. However, 
the extent and thoroughness of these 
demonstrations varied. Being shown how to 
use the system seems to be the most popular 
method of learning for tenants. Several 
stated they would have preferred to have the 
demonstration once they had settled in as 
they were distracted by the moving process, 
or that a subsequent follow-up home visit 
should be provided. At least one landlord has 
clearly learned from this, and now includes 
follow-up visits by the contractor as a 
requirement of the specification.

Manufacturer/installer instructions were 
provided in nearly all cases, but these seem 
to have been of limited use unless the tenant 
is technically minded. Many tenants said they 
do not go near instruction manuals, preferring 
instead to be shown how systems work.

One extremely common problem is an excess 
of information, which presents the tenant 
with a daunting array of handbooks, leaflets 
and other instruction guides, and they do 
not know where to start: ‘Some tenants just 
open the book and shut it again as they think 
there is too much there’. 

Several tenants highlighted this, saying that 
there was a lot to read and it was often 
complicated: 

‘ There is a great big manual but it’s too 
advanced and technical for someone who 
just wants to change the settings.’�



38 Consumer Focus Scotland

‘ There is a small section about energy 
efficiency in my 57-page tenant handbook, 
but it’s not straightforward to read.’�

‘ I haven’t looked at it, instruction books are 
no good to me.’�

It was very rare for the landlord themselves 
to have written a short, simple guide for their 
tenants, although this would seem to be a 
relatively straightforward task with potentially 
significant benefits.

Importance.of.local.design
Logistical issues were highlighted in relation 
to one of the biomass DHSs. The plant room 
is at the end of a newly designed dead-end 
close, which means a large fuel delivery lorry 
has to drive past all the houses in the close 
very early in the morning several times a week 
to make deliveries. This causes noise and 
disturbs some tenants. The plant room is 
very close to the main road, and one tenant 
suggested it could have been better planned 
with a small link-road from the main road to 
avoid this issue.

Also in relation to one of the biomass DHSs, 
the homes were on pre-payment schemes 
but the only top-up location was a garage 
which could require a car journey specifically 
to top up the pre-payment card. Again, 
alternative arrangements could have made 
things easier for the tenants.

One positive related issue is that many 
tenants seem to be taking a more active 
interest in renewable energy sources as 
a result of having new renewable heating 
systems, and are changing their behaviour to 
become more efficient and use less energy. 
Some tenants confirmed they only run their 
appliances every other day, for example, or 
try and run everything at off-peak times. The 
success of this approach will depend on the 
electricity tariff used by the tenant.

Tenants’.experiences:.Key.
points
The research explored tenants’ experiences 
with a range of renewable heating 
technologies, and found that:

 ● The support landlords provide to tenants 
is critical in the successful use of new 
systems. Where tenants had received 
appropriate support from landlords,  
they were generally happy with their  
new heating systems. Where tenants  
were less content, lack of support is a 
central concern

 ● Not surprisingly, tenants’ main concerns 
were around the running costs of new 
systems. Information on these costs was 
not generally provided by landlords

 ● Tenants’ feedback highlights the 
importance of the design and location of 
new systems

 ● Where all of these issues are addressed, 
tenants were generally happy with their 
new systems, once they had experience  
of them
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Consumers without access to mains gas are 
at greater risk of fuel poverty, as a result of 
the combination of housing type, location and 
– in particular – high and volatile fuel costs. 
In addition, off-gas fuels are associated with 
higher than average levels of climate change 
emissions. A combination of appropriate 
energy efficiency measures and wider take-
up of microgeneration is likely to be needed 
to provide affordable warmth for off- gas 
consumers. In the past, energy efficiency 
programmes have very largely targeted 
lower-cost measures in urban areas where 
economies of scale are possible. Take-up of 
more expensive measures appropriate for 
off-gas houses has been much more limited 
in the private sector. The introduction, from 
late 2012, of the Green Deal and ECO is 
likely to widen considerably access to such 
measures. It is also likely that the Scottish 
Government will also place more emphasis 
on microgeneration as existing fuel poverty 
programmes such as the Energy Assistance 
Package20, and the wider 2020 Routemap 
for Renewable Energy in Scotland21

are developed. 

20  Details available at http://bit.ly/xOxd0P 
21  http://bit.ly/yCjhLC     

At the same time, RSLs provide housing 
for many vulnerable and disadvantaged 
consumers. RSL properties already achieve 
higher levels of energy efficiency than those in 
other tenures, and RSLs also have more and 
growing experience of the use of renewable 
heat technologies. This is a combined result 
of the need to meet standards set by the 
Scottish Government, and RSL’s aims to 
meet their tenants’ needs for affordable 
heat. Scottish Government policy changes 
in relation to energy efficiency are therefore 
very likely to increase the drivers for RSLs to 
undertake work of this type.

In terms of the experience of RSLs using 
renewable heating sources, this study  
shows that:

 ● there is growing experience among  
RSLs of how best to use renewable  
heat, including its use retro-fitted to 
existing housing

 ● all of the RSLs who have undertaken 
multiple projects refer to the ‘learning 
curve’ involved in understanding how to 
get the best out of the systems, including 
specifying technologies and control 
systems, working with contractors, 
and ironing out problems promptly. As 
landlords gain experience of systems, 
engaging with tenants from an early stage, 
and supporting them as they learn about 
their new systems is also seen as a critical 
part of the process

Conclusions and recommendations
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 ● tenants’ experiences echo that of the 
landlords. While satisfaction with new 
systems is generally high, interviews 
with tenants highlighted issues around 
communications and support, particularly 
in the early stages of projects when 
landlords and contractors were also 
learning about new systems 

 ● both landlords and tenants believe the 
systems, when properly installed and with 
appropriate support, do deliver affordable 
warmth. There is clear interest among 
RSLs in developing and delivering more 
renewable heat projects

The early experience of RSLs of providing 
affordable warmth for off-gas consumers, is 
therefore critical for two reasons:

1    Firstly, there is scope for RSLs to learn 
from each other. Although some, including 
the case study organisations which 
contributed to our study, have a great deal 
of experience, others would clearly benefit 
from support as they undertake projects 
for the first time. This need for support is 
recognised by RSLs themselves; many 
stated that it had taken years for them 
to be happy with technologies and what 
they expected from contractors, and it is 
important that mechanisms are put in place 
to help other RSLs learn from current  
good practice.

2    Secondly, there are clear messages and 
opportunities for the private and public 
sector organisations which will deliver 
the Green Deal and ECO to learn from 
RSL experience. RSLs have learned how 
best to use renewable heating systems 
over time, normally in conjunction with a 
strong approach to insulation measures. 
In addition, RSLs have the capacity to 
support tenants over whatever period is 
necessary to ensure – as is clearly the  
case in most instances – they receive a 
good service. 

However, consumers taking up renewable 
heating systems or insulation measures 
through the Green Deal or as a result of the 
RHI will not necessarily have access to such 
intensive ongoing support. It is therefore 
essential, both for individual consumers, and 
for consumer confidence in the measures 
more widely, that systems are correctly 
specified and installed from the outset. The 
Green Deal package must therefore include 
a clear element of guidance, support and 
advice for consumers, and especially for 
vulnerable or disadvantaged consumers as 
they may be less confident with the use of  
the technologies. 
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Consumer Focus Scotland therefore 
recommends that:

 ● The SFHA should develop and deliver 
a programme to make widely available 
the experience of those RSLs who have 
greatest experience of microgeneration. 
Given the importance of site visits, a 
series of regional events, backed up by 
web-based case studies, may be most 
effective, and would also build on existing 
approaches to promote energy efficiency 
and address fuel poverty more widely. 
The existing carbon portal22, in particular, 
provides an opportunity to publicise  
case studies 

 ● Alongside these promotional measures, 
the SFHA and individual RSLs should 
introduce a mentoring system, linking 
RSLs undertaking projects for the first time 
with those with greater experience

 ● In engaging and supporting tenants to 
get the best from new heating systems, 
RSLs should seek to replicate measures 
identified as effective in this study, 
including:

 - designing systems to take account of 
tenants’ views, for example, by siting 
ASHPs in locations which cause least 
disturbance, and ensuring that local 
top-up points for any pre-payment 
cards are easily accessible;

 - providing tenants with the opportunity 
to visit houses and tenants similar to 
their own in which renewable heating 
systems are installed, particularly where 
there is a significant change involved, 
such as the move from point source to 
underfloor heating

22  http://bit.ly/Avct73 

 - at the point of installation of a new 
system or of change of tenancy, 
providing face-to-face advice for 
tenants on the heating system and its 
controls, in addition to clear and simple 
written materials. A follow-up visit after 
the tenant has had a chance to get 
used to the new system should also 
be provided, with the level of advice 
tailored to the tenants’ needs and level 
of interest

 - monitoring tenants’ bills for different 
house type and lifestyles, both before 
and after the introduction of new 
heating systems, and providing that 
information to tenants to help them 
understand the benefits of what  
is proposed

 - providing opportunities for tenants 
to feed back any issues on the 
performance of their heating system, 
ensuring that faults or poor performance 
are corrected as quickly as possible, 
to help give tenants confidence in the 
new systems. Feedback should also 
be made available as part of project 
reporting, to better inform any  
future work
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 ● The Scottish Government already provides 
support for RSLs to carry out projects 
of this type. As part of this process, the 
Scottish Government should seek to 
encourage these aspects of good practice, 
through guidance material reporting 
requirements and appropriate support – 
not least because this approach is likely 
to be save money by making better use of 
existing resources. In addition, the Scottish 
Government should make reporting on 
tenants’ bills and energy-use a condition 
of funding, and should use the information 
gathered to refine future approaches

 ● More widely, the Scottish Government 
should take account of RSL and tenant 
experiences and the lessons learned, and 
integrate them into: 

 - the review of the Scottish Fuel Poverty 
Strategy and current and future delivery 
programmes, where these deliver or 
encourage take-up of micro-generation

 - the work of the Sustainable Housing 
Strategy Group, in relation to the 
delivery of Scottish Government policy 
aims on both fuel poverty and climate 
change emission reduction

 - the development and delivery of 
those aspects of the 2020 Routemap 
for Renewable Energy in Scotland 
which deal with microgeneration and 
renewable heat

 - regeneration and construction projects 
in which the Scottish Government is a 
partner, and which include renewable 
heating systems

 ● Similarly, energy companies, 
microgeneration installers and construction 
companies should learn from the 
experience of RSLs when installing 
renewable heating systems in either new-
build or retro-fit projects. It is likely that 
some renewable heating systems will be 
installed for vulnerable and disadvantaged 
consumers, as part of the ECO. The 
lessons from this study will be especially 
relevant in those circumstances

 ● The UK Government should, through 
the RHI, specify minimum standards 
of support for consumers taking up 
assistance through future energy efficiency 
programmes, to ensure that the delivery of 
measures for individual consumers meets 
their needs

 ● All organisations developing or delivering 
Green Deal programmes should integrate 
appropriate support mechanisms for 
consumers which learn from, and where 
appropriate, replicate the levels of support 
provided for RSL tenants
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