
Delivering positive low carbon living

The experiences of early adopters of 
zero direct emissions heating systems 
in Scotland
A ClimateXChange research project for the Scottish 
Government 

Kurt Borth – Senior Behaviour Change Consultant – Changeworks 



Research Aims

Two key aims: 
• (i) to better understand the experiences of early 

adopters of ZDEH systems and energy efficiency 
retrofit to inform the development of the upcoming 
Heat in Buildings Public Engagement Strategy; and 

• (ii) to develop a series of detailed case studies / pen 
portraits that depict a range of different experiences 
of successful installation of ZDEH and energy 
efficiency measures that can be used as an 
engagement tool. 



Rationale for the research

Over one million homes will need to 

convert to zero direct emissions heating 

by 2030 (and the remainder by 2045) 

(HiBS).  

HiBS Public Engagement Strategy 

(2023) 



Methodology 

Literature Review to gather data on the lived experiences of 
early adopters (motivations, consumer journeys, barriers and enablers. 

Early Adopter Interviews private tenure households who had 
recently installed ZDEH systems (focused on 2-3 years) were recruited 
for 45-minute qualitative interviews. Diversity in location (urban, rural, 
peri-urban), housing type and demographics was attempted. 

Pen Portrait Development interviews were analysed and 
coded to create the thematic foundational basis for the pen portraits. 
These pen portraits offer a (semi) representational depiction of some 
early adopters of ZDEH technology. 



Recruitment 



Findings 

Motivations:

• Environmental (16)

• Renovations (6)

• Replacing an old heating 

system (5)

• Better heating regime (4)

• Future cost concerns (2)

Barriers:

• HES loan process (10)

• Installers (9)

• Costs (6)

• Post-install failures (5)

• Supply chain delays (4)

• Upheaval (4)

• Planning permission (1)



Findings

• Advice to others

• Influencers- people and resources 

• Initial concerns 

• Post-install



Influencers – People and Resources  

• Home Energy Scotland (15)

• Online research (e.g. HeatGeek) (9)

• Green Homes Network (3)

• Home building exhibition (2)

• Viewing neighbours/friends heat pump (2)



Initial Concerns

“For me I’m so frustrated with the bad press that people keep 

saying, about heat pumps not working. It looks to me as though 

I’m going to get a return on investment in 8 years. Having a 

technical background made me less sceptical. The bad press 

out there saying house is frozen and costs you a fortune, these 

people are not helping. A well-designed system to match the 

house will reap benefits. I’m convinced of that. More an inbuilt 

fear on what you were seeing in the press and tv. I have a 

vulnerable wife and I wondered if I was doing something wrong. 

But it never materialised. You only see complaints rather than 

compliments.”



Post-install

Negative:

• Lack of understanding of the system and operation (13)

• Running costs information lacking (10)

• Noise and hot water availability (2)

• EPC conducted after install lower than previous (1)

Positive:

• Increased thermal comfort (11)



Advice to others  

• Make sure to get a good installer

• Understand the controls and flow temperature

• Accept heating system is not a switch on/off like gas

• Focus on insulation

• Remember it’s not cost-saving

• Do plenty of research

• Talk to someone who already has a heat pump



Pen Portraits 









Keep in touch

Call 0131 555 4010

Visit changeworks.org.uk
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