
 

 

 

Heating Upgrades Compared - Heat Pump vs New Boiler 
Hybrid Heating vs Direct Electric vs Smart Controls Upgrade 
 
Upgrading a heating system is one of those jobs that can either make a house feel sharper, cheaper 
to run and more future-ready — or become an expensive way to discover that one improvement has 
created three more decisions. The right route depends on the age of the property, insulation levels, 
radiators, hot water setup, available space, budget and how disruptive the works can be. Energy 
Saving Trust says heat pumps are suitable for almost all types of home, while modern heating-
system improvements can reduce bills and cut carbon emissions, but the best route still depends on 
the building and the installation quality.  
 
For most renovation projects, the real comparison comes down to five routes: air source heat pump, 
modern condensing gas boiler, hybrid heating system, direct electric heating, and smart controls / 
heating optimisation without full system replacement. There is no universal winner. A detached 
off-gas house with room for upgrades is not the same as a compact terrace with a fairly new boiler 
and patchy insulation. That is where sensible specification starts, and brochure fantasy ends.  
 

What the options are generally used for? 
 
Air source heat pumps are generally used where the goal is lower-carbon heating and a move away 
from fossil fuels. They are especially relevant in homes planning wider energy upgrades, homes off 
the gas grid, and properties where the owner wants a long-term low-carbon system. Energy Saving 
Trust says heat pumps are suitable for almost all types of home and work particularly well with 
lower-temperature emitters such as larger radiators or underfloor heating.  
 
Modern condensing gas boilers are generally used where the home already has a wet radiator 
system and the owner wants a simpler, lower-disruption replacement rather than a full heating 
redesign. HHIC says modern condensing boilers are significantly more efficient than older non-
condensing units, and Boiler Plus requires a minimum boiler efficiency of 92% for gas boilers.  
 
Hybrid heating systems are generally used where a homeowner wants some of the benefits of a 
heat pump but does not want to rely on a heat pump alone. Hybrids combine a heat pump with a 
boiler and can be useful in properties where full electrification is awkward or where staged upgrade 
routes make more sense. Hybrid recognition has existed within UK building-energy methodology for 
years, which reflects that this is a real middle-ground option rather than just a theoretical one.  
 
Direct electric heating is generally used in flats, smaller homes, all-electric properties, rooms 
without wet heating pipework, or projects where the owner wants quick installation in a limited 
area. Energy Saving Trust says electric heating options include systems such as electric radiators and 
other electricity-led heating forms, but these are a different proposition from heat pumps because 
they use electricity directly rather than multiplying it efficiently.  
 
Smart controls upgrades are generally used where the homeowner wants a lighter-touch 
improvement first. This can include zoning, upgraded room thermostats, weather compensation, 
better scheduling and system optimisation. It is not as dramatic as changing the heat source, but it 



 

 

can still improve comfort and reduce waste, especially where the existing boiler is 
decent but the controls belong in a museum.  
 

Why each one is used 
 
Heat pumps are used because they are efficient and lower carbon. Energy Saving Trust says they are 
an energy-efficient, low-carbon way to heat a home, and can save money depending on what system 
they replace. The Boiler Upgrade Scheme also gives up to £7,500 towards eligible low-carbon 
systems in England and Wales, which is a major reason they are getting more attention in renovation 
projects.  
 
Condensing boilers are used because they are familiar, comparatively straightforward to replace, 
and work well with existing radiator and hot-water setups. HHIC says older non-condensing boilers 
often operated around 70% to 80% efficiency, while modern condensing units recover more useful 
heat and Boiler Plus set the current minimum efficiency benchmark at 92% for gas boilers.  
 
Hybrid systems are used because they let households split the difference. They can reduce fossil-fuel 
use without demanding that the whole house behaves perfectly for a standalone heat pump from 
day one. In renovation terms, that can be useful where insulation, emitters or budget are not yet 
where they need to be for a full jump. That is an inference, but it is supported by the existence of 
formal SAP recognition for hybrid systems and by the way they combine condensing boiler and heat-
pump operation.  
 
Direct electric heating is used because it is relatively easy to install and suits properties where gas is 
unavailable or where only one room or zone needs attention. The catch is that Energy Saving Trust 
distinguishes low-carbon heating such as heat pumps from traditional electric resistance heating, 
and Which? notes that electricity is much more expensive per unit than gas at standard capped 
rates.  
 
Smart controls are used because sometimes the best first upgrade is not a new heat source but 
better control of the one already there. HHIC’s efficiency guidance for combi boilers focuses heavily 
on optimisation, settings and system operation, which tells you something important: a lot of waste 
happens because systems are poorly controlled, not just because the appliance is old.  
 

Ease of use 
 
A new gas boiler is usually the easiest whole-house swap in a typical gas-heated home because it 
often works with the existing system layout. That makes it attractive where disruption needs to stay 
low and the project is not trying to reinvent the entire heating strategy. The trade-off is that it is still 
a fossil-fuel route, even if it is far better than limping on with an old inefficient unit.  
 
Heat pumps are less of a drop-in replacement mindset and more of a whole-system upgrade 
mindset. Energy Saving Trust says they are suitable for almost all homes, but the overall result 
depends on design, insulation, emitters and installation quality. In other words, a good heat pump 
job is not just about changing the box outside.  
 



 

 

Hybrids can be easier to live with as a transition route because they retain boiler 
backup while allowing some low-temperature, lower-carbon operation. That can 
reduce the leap of faith for renovators who are not ready to go fully electric yet. This is 
an inference, but it follows from the basic structure of hybrid systems recognised in UK assessment 
methodology.  
 
Direct electric systems are generally easy to install, especially in smaller spaces, but ease of 
installation is not the same as ease of ownership over time. They usually avoid wet-system 
disruption, but running costs can be harder work if the system relies on plain electric resistance 
heating.  
 
Controls upgrades are usually the easiest and least disruptive option of the lot. They will not solve 
every heating problem, but they can improve comfort and system behaviour quickly, especially 
where the boiler or emitters themselves are still serviceable.  

 
Technical characteristics that matter 
 
For heat pumps, the biggest technical point is efficiency at lower flow temperatures. Energy Saving 
Trust says underfloor heating typically runs at lower temperatures and pairs well with heat pumps, 
and heat pumps in general work best when the home and emitters are set up to deliver comfort 
without needing scorching-hot water.  
 
For gas boilers, the main technical improvement over older units is condensing efficiency. HHIC says 
old non-condensing boilers often sat around 70% to 80% efficiency, while Boiler Plus established a 
92% minimum efficiency standard for new gas boilers. That is a meaningful step up, even if it is not 
the end game for low-carbon heating.  
 
For heat-pump running costs, the picture is nuanced. Which? says electricity at standard capped 
rates is roughly four times the price of gas per unit, which means badly designed or badly operated 
heat-pump systems can cost more to run than gas boilers. But Which? also reports that high-quality 
installations paired with good efficiency and suitable tariffs can cut running costs substantially, in 
some cases by more than 50% compared with a gas boiler.  
 
For grants and eligibility, the Boiler Upgrade Scheme remains highly relevant in England and Wales. 
GOV.UK says the scheme supports replacing fossil-fuel systems with heat pumps or, in some rural 
off-grid cases, biomass boilers. Ofgem’s March 2026 guidance also flags upcoming changes from 
April 2026, including residential eligibility for air-to-air heat pumps, more flexibility around other 
electric heating appliances, and removal of the EPC requirement for retrofit properties applying to 
the scheme.  
 

Approximate costs and value 
 
A new gas boiler is usually the lower-upfront-cost whole-home route when compared with a heat 
pump installation. That is one reason it remains attractive in many renovations. But the value 
question is broader than the initial invoice, because you are balancing capital cost, running cost, 
system lifespan, grant support and future carbon direction.  



 

 

Heat pumps usually have the higher upfront cost, but the Boiler Upgrade Scheme can 
cut that by up to £7,500 in England and Wales for eligible properties, which changes 
the conversation materially. Which? also notes that headline running-cost 
comparisons vary sharply depending on tariff, installation quality and system efficiency, so the 
cheapest-looking option on day one is not always the best-value option over time.  
 
Direct electric heating often has a lower entry cost for small areas or simpler installs, but it can be 
the most punishing long-term route if it is used as whole-house resistance heating on standard 
tariffs. That makes it more attractive for targeted use than for blanket replacement in many homes.  
 
Controls upgrades usually offer the lowest barrier to entry and can deliver decent value where the 
core heating plant is not yet ready for replacement. They are rarely the full answer, but they can be 
one of the smarter first moves in a staged renovation plan.  
 

How they tend to be sold and installed 
 
Boilers are usually sold and installed through heating engineers and plumbing/heating contractors, 
often as a relatively self-contained replacement project in an existing wet system. The process is 
familiar and well understood in the UK market.  
 
Heat pumps are usually sold as a designed system rather than a simple like-for-like appliance swap. 
Installers need to assess the property, emitters and hot-water setup properly, and the Boiler 
Upgrade Scheme itself requires installer-led application processes.  
 
Hybrid systems and direct electric systems are more varied in route to market, but both are usually 
procured through specialist heating installers or electrical contractors depending on the system type. 
Controls upgrades are often supplied through heating installers, boiler manufacturers or smart-
home/heating-control specialists. This is partly inferential, but consistent with how the cited 
organisations frame heating-system upgrades.  
 

Other points a homeowner should know before choosing 
 
If the house is reasonably well insulated and the renovation plan already includes emitter upgrades 
or underfloor heating, a heat pump often becomes much more attractive. Energy Saving Trust is 
clear that heat pumps suit most homes, but the surrounding fabric and system design still matter.  
If the house already has a decent radiator system and a fairly straightforward gas setup, a new 
condensing boiler may still be the simplest practical move, especially if the budget is tighter or the 
wider renovation scope is limited. That does not make it the greenest answer, but it can still be the 
most pragmatic one on some projects.  
 
If the project is phased, hybrid heating or controls first can make sense as stepping stones. They let 
you improve the house without forcing every major heating decision into one disruptive package at 
once. That is an inference, but it is a grounded one based on how these systems are structured and 
used.  
 



 

 

If the plan is whole-house direct electric resistance heating, tread carefully. It can be 
easy to install, but that does not guarantee good running costs. That is where a system 
can look tidy on day one and feel less charming every time the bill lands. 
  

Conclusion 
 
If you want the blunt version: heat pumps are the forward-looking low-carbon option; modern 
condensing boilers are the easiest familiar upgrade in many gas-heated homes; hybrid systems are 
the compromise route for staged transition; direct electric heating is the quick-fit option that needs 
careful cost thinking; and smart controls upgrades are the low-disruption improvement that can 
make an existing system behave much better.  
 
There is no universal winner. For a well-planned renovation with the right heat-loss profile, a heat 
pump can be the strongest long-term choice, especially with grant support. For a simpler upgrade in 
a conventional gas-heated home, a new condensing boiler may still be the most pragmatic move. For 
staged renovations, hybrids and controls upgrades can be very sensible. The smart choice is not the 
one with the loudest marketing. It is the one that fits the house, the budget, the disruption tolerance 
and the long-term plan. 
 
This content is provided as a general guide only and does not replace professional advice, project-specific assessment, or current 
manufacturer guidance. Product suitability, performance, installation requirements, eligibility for grants and costs can vary depending 
on the property, existing heating system, insulation levels, location and specification. Always refer to the latest manufacturer 
information and seek qualified professional advice before making any decision. www.helpme-renovateit.co.uk and Helpme Solutions 
Group Ltd accept no liability for any loss or damage arising from reliance on this content. 

 


