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Plain English summary

E ngland has a relatively large number of cold-related deaths and cases of illness in comparison with
some neighbouring countries in continental Europe. A contributing factor may be the quality of
housing, especially with respect to insulation and other home energy efficiency (HEE) measures.

In this study, we evaluated the impact of home improvements, installed in dwellings in England, 2002-10,
on health by using data from a large national database. We also examined the longer-term trends in cold
mortality and undertook interviews with householders in three areas of the country to gather views on HEE
and the factors that were likely to motivate them to install additional measures in their own homes.

Analyses of mortality patterns have shown that the number of cold-related deaths has been falling since at
least the mid-1970s. Vulnerability to cold appears to have been slightly weaker since the introduction of
winter fuel payments in 1997 (although this beneficial change may, in fact, be attributable to other factors
that have changed over the same period) and slightly stronger in years with higher fuel prices.

On average, the installed insulation measures improved winter indoor temperatures by around only 0.1 °C
and reduced the annual number of cold-related deaths by around 300. However, improved insulation is also
likely to alter the ventilation characteristics of dwellings and the consequent change in indoor air quality may
have had a greater effect on health than that owing to changes in winter indoor temperatures.

The interview study suggests that householders do not think of HEE improvements in consumer terms and
that taking this perspective in policy may erode commitment to environmental sustainability.

Larger-scale changes are required to the housing stock if the full potential benefits for health and
important climate change targets are to be realised.
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