
 

 

 
 
 

Boilers vs Heat Pumps 
Which heating system makes more sense? 

 
Boilers versus heat pumps is now one of the biggest heating decisions for UK homeowners, 
developers and renovators. It is also one of the most misunderstood, because too many 
comparisons get reduced to lazy headlines. Boilers are often presented as old and familiar. Heat 
pumps are often presented as new and superior. Reality is less tidy. 
 
Both systems can work very well. Both can also be poor choices when they are used in the wrong 
property or specified badly. The real comparison is not about which one sounds more modern. It is 
about which system suits the building, the insulation standard, the emitters, the hot water setup, 
the installation budget and the long-term direction of the property. 
 
A boiler creates heat by burning fuel, most commonly natural gas in the UK, and then distributes 
that heat through hot water to radiators, underfloor heating or both. It is the dominant heating 
technology in existing UK housing because the infrastructure, installer base and homeowner 
familiarity are already there. 
 
A heat pump works differently. Rather than generating heat through combustion, it transfers heat 
from the air or ground and upgrades it for use in the home. In basic terms, it moves heat rather than 
making it in the conventional boiler sense. That is why it is often seen as a more efficient and future-
facing option, particularly when paired with a well-insulated property and low-temperature heat 
emitters. 
 
The problem is that many people compare them as though they can always be swapped without 
wider changes. Sometimes they can. Often they cannot. That is where good decisions are made or 
wrecked. 
 

What they are generally used for 
 
Boilers are generally used in existing homes, replacement heating projects, traditional radiator 
systems and properties where gas is already available and the owner wants a relatively simple, 
familiar heating route. 
They are especially common in: 

 older housing stock  
 homes with standard radiator systems  
 like-for-like replacements  
 projects with tighter upfront budgets  
 households that want minimal disruption  
  

Heat pumps are generally used in new builds, heavily upgraded homes, well-insulated properties and 
projects where the heating system is being considered as part of a wider energy-efficiency strategy 
rather than as a simple appliance swap. 

They are especially common in: 



 

 

 new-build homes  
 deeper retrofit projects  
 homes with underfloor heating  
 properties with larger low-temperature radiators  
 owners planning for longer-term efficiency and lower-carbon heating  

 
In simple terms, boilers are often chosen because they fit how most existing homes already work. 
Heat pumps are often chosen because they fit where many better-performing homes are heading. 
 

Why each one is used 
 
Boilers are used because they are practical, widely understood and usually easier to install. Most 
heating engineers know them, most homes are already designed around them, and most customers 
understand what to expect. They are compact, responsive and capable of delivering high water 
temperatures quickly. In many homes, that makes them the path of least resistance. 
 
Heat pumps are used because they can operate very efficiently in the right conditions and are far 
better aligned with lower-temperature heating design. They suit a more strategic approach to 
heating, where insulation, emitter sizing and controls are all part of the conversation. They are also 
increasingly attractive to customers who want to reduce reliance on fossil fuel heating and move 
toward a system that better reflects the direction of regulation, energy planning and modern 
building standards. 
 
Boilers are often chosen because they are easier. 
Heat pumps are often chosen because they can be better long term. 
 

Ease of installation 
 
Boilers usually win on installation simplicity, especially in existing homes. 
If a property already has a gas boiler and wet heating system, replacing it with a modern equivalent 
can often be relatively straightforward. There may still be work around the flue, controls, 
commissioning and system cleanup, but the overall approach is familiar. The installer is normally 
working within an existing setup rather than redesigning the whole heating strategy. 
Heat pumps usually require more thought and more coordination. 
 
The heat pump itself is only one part of the job. The property’s heat loss matters. The hot water 
cylinder arrangement matters. The radiator sizes or underfloor heating design matter. Flow 
temperatures matter. The control strategy matters. In many homes, the shift to a heat pump works 
best when the system is looked at properly rather than treated as a direct appliance replacement. 
That does not mean heat pumps are impractical. It means they are less forgiving of poor design. A 
boiler can often work reasonably well in a less-than-ideal setup. A heat pump is more likely to 
expose weaknesses in insulation, emitter sizing and system design. 
 
So from a pure installation point of view, boilers are usually easier in existing properties. Heat pumps 
are easier when the building is designed or upgraded with them in mind. 
 
 



 

 

Ease of use 
 
For most households, boilers feel more familiar. 
 
They heat up quickly, respond well to conventional thermostat use and fit the pattern most people 
already know: turn heating on, feel the house warm up, turn heating down later. That is not the 
most sophisticated heating philosophy in the world, but it is widely understood. 
 
Heat pumps often work best with a steadier approach. They are generally designed to run more 
consistently and efficiently over longer periods rather than in hard on-off bursts. In a well-set-up 
home this can feel excellent. The temperature is stable, comfort is steady and the system just gets 
on with it. 
 
The challenge comes when expectations are wrong. If a homeowner expects a heat pump to behave 
exactly like a high-temperature gas boiler in a less suitable property, disappointment is not hard to 
find. The system itself may be fine. The assumptions may not be. 
 
Boilers are easier for households that want fast familiarity. 
Heat pumps are often better for households happy to let the system work more steadily and 
intelligently. 
 

Technical characteristics that matter 
 
This is where the comparison starts to get serious. 
 
Boiler characteristics 
Boilers are comfortable operating at higher flow temperatures. That makes them naturally suited to 
conventional radiator systems, particularly in older properties or homes with higher heat loss. If a 
room needs heat quickly and the emitter is relatively compact, a higher-temperature system can get 
there more aggressively. 
 
This is one reason boilers remain so practical in much of the UK housing stock. Many homes were 
not originally designed around low-temperature operation. Boilers can deal with that reality more 
easily. 
 
Heat pump characteristics 
Heat pumps usually perform best at lower flow temperatures. They are not about brute force. They 
are about steady, efficient operation. That means the emitters need to work at those lower 
temperatures. Underfloor heating is an excellent match. Larger radiators can also work very well 
when correctly sized. 
 
The key point is this: a heat pump is usually strongest when the whole system supports it. 
That includes: 

 sensible insulation levels  
 good airtightness relative to the age and type of property  
 properly sized emitters  
 good controls  



 

 

 realistic domestic hot water planning  
 
A badly matched heat pump system can underperform. A well-matched one can be 
excellent. 
 

Response and operating style 
 
Boilers generally respond faster. 
Heat pumps generally favour consistency. 
 
That matters because the heating system is part of how a house is lived in, not just how it is 
specified. Some households like fast temperature boosts. Others prefer a gently managed 
environment that stays steady. Matching the system to occupant behaviour is smart, because the 
fanciest heating technology in the world is still a pain if the customer hates how it feels. 
 

Compatibility with heat emitters 
 
This is one of the biggest practical differences. 
 
Boilers work well with standard radiators because they can deliver hotter water. That means they 
can usually drive heat through smaller emitters without needing major changes. Boilers can also 
work with underfloor heating, especially where a mixed system is used. 
 
Heat pumps often work best with underfloor heating or oversized radiators because they are 
designed around lower-temperature water. The larger the emitter area, the easier it is to deliver 
comfort without needing unnecessarily high flow temperatures. 
 
This does not mean heat pumps only work with UFH. That is a common myth. They can absolutely 
work with radiators. The real issue is whether those radiators are correctly sized for the required 
output at lower operating temperatures. 
 
If a property already has small conventional radiators designed around high-temperature boiler flow, 
some changes may be needed for a heat pump system to perform properly. 
So: 

 boiler plus standard radiators is often a natural fit  
 heat pump plus UFH is often a natural fit  
 heat pump plus correctly sized low-temperature radiators can also be a very strong fit  

The real point is not the product. It is the system match. 
 

Suitability for different property types 
 
Boilers tend to suit a wide range of existing properties, especially older homes where insulation 
performance is mixed, radiator systems are already in place and the owner wants a lower-disruption 
upgrade path. 
They are especially practical in: 

 older terraces  
 semis with conventional radiator layouts  



 

 

 homes with limited appetite for wider retrofit work  
 projects replacing a failed or ageing gas boiler quickly  

Heat pumps often make the strongest case in: 
 new builds  
 well-insulated homes  
 major renovations  
 extension projects where the heating system is being redesigned  
 properties where underfloor heating or larger emitters are already planned  

 
They can also work in older homes, but the level of preparatory work matters more. That may 
include radiator upgrades, insulation improvements or system redesign. 
 
This is the part people sometimes ignore. A heat pump is not automatically wrong for an older 
home, and a boiler is not automatically wrong for a modern home. But the more the property 
supports low-temperature heating, the stronger the heat pump case becomes. 
 

Hot water considerations 
 
Boilers usually provide domestic hot water in a familiar way, often through combi or system boiler 
arrangements. This is well understood and relatively compact, particularly with combi setups where 
no hot water cylinder is required. 
 
Heat pumps usually need more deliberate hot water planning. In many cases this means a 
compatible cylinder arrangement and careful design around recovery times, storage and household 
demand. That is not a flaw. It is just part of the wider system design. 
 
For some households, this makes little difference. 
For others, especially where space is tight or expectations around hot water delivery are very 
specific, it becomes an important part of the decision. 
 
So the heat source decision is not only about space heating. Domestic hot water matters too. 
 

Approximate costs of the product / system 
 
Boilers usually have the lower upfront cost. 
 
That includes both the appliance cost and the wider installation cost, especially where the job is a 
relatively simple replacement within an existing gas-based heating setup. This is one of the main 
reasons boilers remain commercially attractive to so many homeowners. 
 
Heat pumps usually have the higher upfront cost. 
 
That is partly due to the unit itself, but more importantly due to the broader system work that may 
be required. A heat pump project often includes additional design work, hot water cylinder 
considerations, control strategy upgrades and in some cases emitter upgrades or property fabric 
improvements. 



 

 

This is where some comparisons go wrong. They compare a boiler replacement cost 
with a heat pump plus associated system upgrade cost and then act shocked that 
the second number is bigger. Of course it is. They are not always equivalent scopes. 
 
The smarter comparison is not just appliance versus appliance. It is: 

 what does the property need to perform well?  
 what disruption is acceptable?  
 what level of investment is realistic?  
 what direction is the building heading over time?  

Boilers often win on day-one affordability. 
Heat pumps often need a longer-term lens. 
 

Running cost considerations 
 
This is where people want a simple winner, and the honest answer is more conditional than 
dramatic. 
 
A boiler’s running costs depend on fuel prices, efficiency, controls, insulation and how the property 
is used. 
 
A heat pump’s running costs depend on electricity prices, system efficiency, flow temperature, 
controls, insulation and the quality of the design and installation. 
 
A well-designed heat pump in a suitable property can perform very efficiently and compare very well 
operationally. A badly set up one in a poorly suited property can disappoint. 
 
Likewise, a boiler in a poorly controlled, badly insulated house can cost more than expected, while a 
modern well-managed boiler system in a conventional home can still perform perfectly well from a 
practical running-cost perspective. 
 
So there is no honest universal line like “heat pumps always cost less to run” or “boilers are always 
cheaper”. Anyone saying that without qualification is selling theatre, not analysis. 
The real truth is: 

 heat pumps can be very attractive running-cost options where the property and system are 
right  

 boilers remain practical and workable in many existing homes  
 insulation and controls often have a bigger impact than customers expect  

 

Maintenance and servicing 
Boilers are familiar from a servicing perspective. Annual servicing is standard practice, most 
engineers understand the products and fault diagnosis is generally well established across the 
market. 
 
Heat pumps also require maintenance and proper commissioning, but the market is still less familiar 
to some homeowners and not every installer has the same level of experience. That is improving, 
but it still matters. 
 



 

 

Boilers win on maturity of service infrastructure. 
 
Heat pumps are more dependent on getting the right installer and support network 
from the start. 
 
That is not a reason to avoid them. It is a reason not to buy one from someone waving around 
buzzwords and vague optimism. 
 

Space, aesthetics and practical impact 
 
Boilers are usually compact, particularly combi boilers, and many homes already have a logical place 
for them. That makes them relatively easy to accommodate. 
 
Heat pumps, especially air source units, introduce external plant and usually a more considered 
internal hot water arrangement. That requires space planning. Again, not a flaw, just a design reality. 
So if the property has very tight internal and external constraints, a boiler may still look more 
convenient. If the project already includes broader changes and the layout can accommodate it 
properly, the space impact of a heat pump may be entirely manageable. 
 

How they tend to be sold 
 
Boilers are usually sold as practical replacements or familiar heating appliances. The sales process is 
often simpler because the market already understands the product category well. 
 
Heat pumps are usually sold more as part of a system strategy. The better suppliers talk about heat 
loss, emitter sizing, hot water, controls and insulation. That is a good sign. A heat pump sold without 
wider system discussion should be treated carefully. 
 
Boilers are often sold as products. 
Heat pumps are often sold as solutions. 
That is not just marketing language. It reflects the level of system integration required. 
 

Other points a customer should know before choosing 
 
The key question is not “Which heating technology is better in theory?” 
It is: 

 what does this property actually need?  
 how good is the insulation?  
 what emitters are in place?  
 is the customer prepared for wider system changes?  
 what is the real budget?  
 is this a short-term fix or a longer-term strategy?  

 
If the property is an existing home with a conventional radiator setup, no major retrofit plans and a 
need for quick, cost-conscious replacement, a boiler may still be the most sensible answer. 
If the property is new, heavily renovated, well insulated or heading toward low-temperature 
operation with UFH or correctly sized radiators, a heat pump deserves serious consideration. 



 

 

Also, it is worth saying plainly: forcing a heat pump into an unsuitable setup just to 
tick a box is a bad idea. Equally, ignoring heat pumps completely because boilers are 
familiar can also be short-sighted where the property is already well suited. 
 

Final conclusion 
Boilers and heat pumps both have a place, but they serve different priorities. 
 
Boilers are usually the stronger practical choice for existing homes that want lower upfront cost, 
simpler installation, familiar operation and minimal disruption. They are well understood, widely 
supported and still make strong commercial sense in many conventional properties. 
 
Heat pumps are usually the stronger strategic choice where the property is well insulated, the 
emitters are suitable, the system is designed properly and the owner is willing to invest in a lower-
temperature heating approach with stronger long-term alignment. 
 
So which is better? 
For a straightforward replacement in a conventional home, boilers often win. 
For a new build, major renovation or well-prepared low-temperature system, heat pumps often win. 
For some properties, the deciding factor is not the heat source itself, but whether the house is ready 
for it. 
 
The best answer is not the one with the best marketing campaign. It is the one that fits the building, 
fits the budget and delivers the level of performance the occupants actually need. 
 
Disclaimer: This comparison is provided by www.helpme-heatit.co.uk for general guidance only and does not constitute professional, 
technical or installation advice. Product suitability, performance, compatibility, running costs, efficiency, maintenance requirements and 
installation methods can vary depending on property type, system design, site conditions, specification and workmanship. Always check 
the latest manufacturer guidance and, where appropriate, seek advice from a qualified installer or other suitable professional before 
making any purchase or installation decisions. Helpme Solutions Group Ltd accepts no liability for any loss or damage arising from reliance 
on this content. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  


