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A B S T R A C T

Climate change commitments and the current global energy and living cost crises require investment into energy 
efficiency in buildings. With one of the oldest housing stocks in Europe, the energy intensity of buildings in the 
United Kingdom remains high compared to other countries. The adoption of energy retrofit measures can support 
tackling several social, economic, and environmental objectives. Scarce uptake of these is particularly evident 
within the private rented sector, which presents additional hurdles compared to social and owner-occupied 
housing. We adopt an innovative theoretical and methodology approach at the intersection of new economic 
sociology and energy demand reduction literature to analyse the social relations of energy retrofitting in Brighton 
and Hove through interviews with landlords and experts in the field. A high percentage of private rented sector 
housing in poorly insulated and historical buildings, makes retrofitting in this area particularly challenging. 
Several strategies and policies have been implemented to decarbonise homes; yet have failed in framing the 
problem surrounding the adoption of retrofitting measures largely in economic terms. By contrast, our case study 
shows evidence of the ‘relational’ nature of a retrofitting decision-making process shaped by landlords’ identities 
and networks of relations among and within retrofit actors; this could support tailoring more efficient policies. 
Place-related assets, institutional landscape, climate and built environment specificities are also critical. We are 
recommending more efficient strategies at the central level that allow for place specific policies; these should 
account for local features and relational approaches to overcome challenges to retrofit within the sector.

1. Introduction

The current energy crisis is accelerating calls for urgent action on 
energy efficiency in homes. The United Kingdom’s (UK) built environ-
ment is accountable for 25 % of the UK’s greenhouse gas (GHG) emis-
sions [1]. The UK housing stock is among the oldest in Europe with 20 % 
of stock built before 1919 [1], and with overall poor performance on 
energy efficiency [2]. With record high energy prices, 13 % of house-
holds in England, 25 % in Scotland, 14 % in Wales, and 24 % in Northern 
Ireland are classed as fuel poor [3]. Despite this, home energy retrofit 
rates remain low [4].

The problem is exacerbated in the private rented sector (PRS) by a 

series of challenges and lack of drivers for landlords to invest in home 
energy efficiency upgrades; while homeowners directly benefit from 
improvements, it is tenants who enjoy increased thermal comfort and 
lower energy bills from energy efficient measures. Among other aspects 
that will be explored in following sections, ‘split incentives’ mean that 
landlords do not directly benefit from improvements in the rented 
property [5,6] - known as the ‘principal-agent’ problem - where land-
lords have scarce economic incentives to retrofit since most tenants 
won’t pay a premium for retrofitted properties [7]. These can manifest 
in material property differences and lower energy efficiency rates 
compared to those in owner occupied properties [5]. Additionally, 
policy, regulations and housing market dynamics might further 
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constrain the uptake of retrofit measures by landlords [8, forthcoming]. 
Although the theory of the ‘split incentive’ has being prevailing into 
framing energy efficiency within the PRS, it does not account for other 
factors influencing landlords’ decision-making process [9,10]. The 
rationale behind focusing on the PRS lies on the specific power dimen-
sion of landlords as decision makers. Further conceptualisation is 
required to account for other aspects shaping these processes [11] as our 
research shows [12–14; in review].

Socio-demographic (e.g., landlords’ gender), property management 
(e.g., inherited property) and individual (e.g., mistrust towards trades-
people) factors, also inhibit landlords’ decision-making towards retro-
fitting. These compounding issues have created a situation where energy 
retrofit levels in the PRS are far below those needed to address issues of 
energy poverty for the most vulnerable, and to meet UK carbon targets.

Retrofitting the existing housing stock can address several social, 
economic, and environmental objectives, such as reducing carbon 
emissions, tackling fuel poverty, and stimulating employment [15,16]. 
However, retrofit incentives remain a critical challenge. There is a his-
tory of failed policy measures to foster retrofitting in the UK [17]. As a 
result, household demand remains low [18,19]. For example, the cost of 
installing an air source heat pump (ASHP), while falling, is much higher 
than that for gas boilers [12], contributing to low household demand for 
these systems. On the one hand, the Scottish Government is proposing 
that all buildings should achieve an Energy Performance Certificate 
(EPC) E or better by 2033 and pushing for zero emissions heating sys-
tems by 2045 [20] (forthcoming).1 On the other hand, the UK has one of 
the least developed heat pump markets in Europe and has recently 
withdrawn the Renewable Heat Incentive (RHI) [22]. An example of 
effective policy has been the Feed In Tariff (FIT) for solar PV 
(2015–2019) [22] (forthcoming); yet the new Boiler Upgrade Scheme 
has seen relatively little endorsement [23]. Further, research on retro-
fitting mainly focuses on owner-occupied properties [24], with rela-
tively little work on energy retrofitting in the PRS. Likewise, until 
recently there has been a policy gap regarding retrofit policies or pro-
grammes aimed specifically at the PRS [25].

This study contributes to an understanding of what factors influence 
landlords’ retrofitting decision-making process, as unpacked in 
Tables 1–2. Local context, or place, is also critical in understanding 
retrofit patterns, as place-specific aspects, such as building characteris-
tics and local assets, shape retrofit needs, opportunities and barriers 
[26,27]. For example, in Brighton and Hove (B&H) in the UK, the 
location of our empirical work, a high percentage of PRS housing is 
poorly insulated, while historical buildings make retrofitting addition-
ally challenging [28].

Design for retrofit policy in the UK, encompassing both the PRS and 
owner-occupied properties, has often provided one-size-fits-all, retrofit 
solutions, which anticipate rational responses such as tax breaks or 
subsidy schemes [15,29]. However, the UK’s population and their needs 
are clearly heterogeneous [15,29]. Rational choice behavioural models, 
such as those that underpinned the UK Green Deal, and Green Homes 
Grant, assume that homeowners will take rational and financially driven 
decisions and invest in thermal and energy efficiency if these are 
economically attractive [30].2 They do not consider other factors that 
also affect behaviours, such as context and social networks of relations 
[33,34]. In practice, people’s decision-making in relation to retrofitting 
is more complex than rational choices driven by seeking out cost- 
effective economic opportunities [12,13,15]. As a result, whilst there 
has been some progress on retrofitting, programmes to date have proved 
unable to incentivise private investments in retrofitting on the scale 
required to meet the UK’s climate commitments [35]. The Energy 

Companies Obligation (ECO) scheme has been operating since 2013, is 
now in its fourth iteration and changed its scope from that of promoting 
the installation of deep and expensive retrofit measures, to that of sup-
porting low-income households living in energy poor households [36] 
Through the years, the scheme shrunk its scope with high dropout rate 
[37; forthcoming].

An emerging literature on retrofit is drawing on the ‘network-based’ 
method from economic sociology of evaluating economic action to 
explain how and in what ways social relations shape economic life 
[13,14,38]. This perspective seeks to better explain and predict behav-
iour by arguing that all exchanges, commercial or otherwise, are 
mediated by the social relations that accompany them [39]. For 
example, in the context of retrofit, decisions about home improvements 
are often influenced by relationships with individual contractors who 
may have advice or opinions on different building materials, technolo-
gies, or cost implications [40]. In the PRS, this network of relationships 
is unique in that it also includes complex and often very unequal re-
lationships between tenants and landlords [24].

Based on these conceptualisations, this paper investigates what so-
cial relations are critical to landlords’ decision-making process towards 
retrofitting, and how they influence the retrofitting process. The paper 
answers these questions through empirical work focused on landlords in 
the City of B&H, in the UK.

The paper is structured as follows; Section 2 presents the specificities 

Table 1 
Landlord inhibiting factors to retrofitting.

Category Factor

Socio-demographic 
factors

Older landlord (e.g., due to risk aversion) [9]; ethnicity 
[56]; and gender [57]

Individual-psychological 
factors

Energy retrofit is not a priority [58]
No personal benefits [59]
Belief that retrofit will not enhance the property 
financial value [60]
Belief that no improvement is needed [60]
Scarce understanding or interest about the environment 
[60]
Concern about aesthetics of retrofit [11]
Mistrust towards energy suppliers, governments, and 
tradespeople [10]
Quality assurance [62]

Situational factors Perception that government schemes are difficult to 
access [63]
Lack of awareness of subsidies [51]
Poor energy efficiency standards [51]
Property market-rent control [64]

Financial High retrofit cost and finite capital [35]
Long payback periods [11]
Interruptions/risks in retrofit operations [65]
Future maintenance expenses [9]

Knowledge/information Lack of knowledge and information [10]
Lack information on technical aspects of retrofitting 
[65]
Lack of awareness of subsidies [65]
Tradespeople capabilities [66]

Technical Lack of information on technical aspects of retrofitting 
[67]
Lack of building information [65]
Physical condition of the property [51]
Risk of property damage [9]
Highly complex designs, analysis and solutions [66]

Timing Disruption and time constraints [9]
Interruptions/risks in retrofit operations [65]
Intention to sell the property [61]

Location/place Property location [24]
Energy efficiency measures could affect the 
neighbourhood [24]

Property management Professional manager [62] 
Inherited property [9]

Tenant-related Assumption that energy saving and efficiency are 
tenant’s responsibility [51]

Source: Authors.

1 An EPC “gives a property an energy efficiency rating from A (most efficient) 
to G (least efficient) and is valid for 10 years” [21].

2 The Green Deal and the Green Homes Grant are schemes funded by the UK 
Government to encourage home energy-saving improvements [31,32].
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of retrofitting within the PRS and introduces the conceptual framework; 
Section 3 presents the research design and methods adopted and the 
case-study area; Section 4 analyses the findings; and Section 5 situates 
the main findings within energy efficiency literature. Section 6 reflects 
on the relevance of a relational conceptual model for retrofitting within 
the PRS field, discussing policy implications and future research.

2. Energy efficiency in the PRS

Internationally, around a quarter of total final energy consumption 
(e.g., energy utilised by households at point of use) can be credited to the 
domestic sector [40,41]. Ending dependence on fossil fuels, and climate 
change mitigation are key drivers for energy retrofitting policy, together 
with measures to address energy poverty. A few authors also mention 
the need for “policies that directly shape housing quality and tenure, 
such as tenancy laws and energy efficiency policies, [because] the pro-
vision and quality of rental housing is influenced by social and regula-
tory institutions such as the structure of finance systems, industrial 
relations, and taxation provisions” [11:3, 42–44].

Energy efficiency in the PRS is lower than that in owner-occupied 
homes across several countries in Europe, Australasia and North 
America [11]. Many governments, including the UK’s, have developed 
policies targeting energy efficiency at the domestic level; however, there 
is scarce uptake of retrofit measures by landlords, and small-scale pri-
vate landlords are particularly difficult to engage with [11,45]. Rugg 
and Rhodes [46] argue that there is the need for an extended definition 
of landlords; suggesting that this should include “‘episodic’ or temporary 
landlords who are letting largely as a consequence of a life course events; 
pension plan landlords, looking for a long-term letting arrangement and 
income for retirement; portfolio landlords actively building their hold-
ing of lettings; and divesting landlords, who are seeking to ‘retire’ from 
landlordism and are looking to sell certainly in the medium term” 
[46:2]. The distinction between different types of landlords is important 
because it affects their willingness to invest in energy efficiency, 
depending on whether they understand their role as businesses and 
establish a long-term plan for their rented property or properties, or 
whether they view their situation as temporary.

Energy efficiency in the PRS is strongly linked to issues of housing 
conditions standards. In Scotland there is the Repairing Standard 

Housing (Scotland) Act 2006, which, since March 2024, poses a duty on 
landlords to comply with prescribed guidance on installation and supply 
of gas and electricity in the PRS and fixed heating system [47]. In Wales, 
the new renting homes law includes an obligation of ‘fitness for human 
habitation’ for privately rented properties [48]. It remains to see 
whether landlords are going to comply. In England, privately rented 
properties are the least likely to comply with the Decent Home Stan-
dards [25,49]. Additionally, a quarter (23 %) of the landlords and agents 
surveyed in the National Survey indicated having properties with an EPC 
rating of E, F or G, despite E being the minimum standard, while 15 % 
stated not knowing the EPC rating of their property or properties [50]. 
‘Poor conditions’ have been a recurring and prevalent theme in the PRS 
literature [51]. This poses several challenges since the PRS is a wide and 
growing housing supplier, with private landlords representing about 20 
% of the housing stock in the UK, and with predictions of further in-
crease of 227,000 per year to accommodate growing tenure needs 
[11,49,52,53].

Domestic energy efficiency consists of efficiency improvements in 
space heating, lighting and appliances, water heating and cooking [54]. 
Insulation, a core efficiency measure, includes cavity or solid wall 
insulation, floor and loft insulation and door and glazing improvements. 
Around 23 % of English households still have single glazing and 52 % 
have uninsulated cavity or solid wall insulation [55]. In the PRS, figures 
show even lower uptake of energy efficiency measures compared to 
homeowner and social housing dwellings. Older gas boilers dominate. 
Amid dwellings with solid walls, only 10 % of have solid wall insulation, 
while among dwellings with cavity walls, the PRS has a lower percent-
age of dwellings with cavity insulation (61 %) than other occupancies 
(71 % of owner-occupied dwellings and 77 % of social rented dwellings) 
[55].

2.1. Inhibiting factors and drivers for retrofit in the PRS

Lang et al. [11] distinguish between factors influencing decision- 
making for energy retrofitting: individual socio-demographic factors 
(e.g., gender, age, household characteristics, number of properties); 
individual-psychological factors (e.g., personal values, environmental 
concerns, and household norms); and, situational factors (e.g., socio- 
cultural norms and traditions, laws, policies and regulations). Table 1
summarises and categorises critical inhibiting factors to the adoption of 
retrofitting measures.

The involvement of different actors, such as tradespeople or property 
managers can make retrofitting complicated; März [9] refers to the 
“organisational burden” of retrofitting [11]. These are critical inhibiting 
and often intersectional factors influencing landlords’ adoption of ret-
rofitting measures [25,59]. Liu et al. [23] found the property location 
and whether energy efficiency measures would affect the neighbour-
hood as influencing factors. Rental property management can also be 
complex, for instance, when dealt by intermediaries such as professional 
property managers (e.g., [61]), or by descendants of previous landlords 
(e.g., [9]). Further, there might be tenant-related concerns, such as the 
assumption that energy saving, and efficiency are the tenant’s re-
sponsibility [50]. Landlords’ decision-making is also influenced by 
intersectional concerns over anticipated benefits or opportunities 
related to the adoption of retrofitting measures (e.g., [24]). Table 2
summarises key incentives for retrofitting.

Research and policy often assume that once the identified challenges 
are overcome, uptake of energy efficiency measures will increase [33]. 
However, this does not match empirical evidence [12]. In practice, in-
dividuals’ decision making is not always rational and driven by financial 
factors; the social context where energy retrofitting occurs is a critical 
element of the decision-making process. Better understanding of social 
factors may offer a better understanding of retrofit decision-making 
processes. Section four discusses incentives and inhibiting factors, as 
described in Tables 1 and 2, encountered by the interviewees.

Table 2 
Incentives for retrofitting by landlords.

Category Factor

Individual-psychological 
factors

Reputation enhancement [17] 
Social responsibility [11] 
Emotional attachment [67] 
Influence of family and friends [59] 
Personal interest in building and renovation [7] 
Improved quality and comfort of indoor environment 
[68,69] 
Diminishing pollution and GHGs emissions [24] 
Preserving limited natural resources [71]

Situational factors Energy efficiency regulations [59]
Financial Increased property value [67] 

Higher rent [67] 
Increased longevity of the property [70] 
Energy bills paid by the landlord (where relevant) [71] 
Subsidies/tax return [11] 
Risks reduction [72]

Tenant-related Tenant wellbeing-occupier satisfaction and comfort 
enhancement [73] 
Relationship with tenant [60] 
Tenant demand for retrofitting/energy efficiency [60] 
Financial returns in meeting tenants’ needs for tenancy 
longevity [11]

Others Aesthetics and habitability [44] 
General property upgrades which include energy 
efficiency [50]

Source: Authors.
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2.2. Relational approaches to retrofitting

There has been limited research on how decisions over renovation 
and retrofits within the PRS are made. For example, psychology per-
spectives (e.g., [71]) explore internal values, attitudes and behaviours; 
social practice theory (e.g., [74]) investigates habits and daily routines, 
and micro-economics places emphasis on rational decision-making 
focusing on monetary benefits (e.g., [24,75]). However, these ap-
proaches fail to consider that landlords are not a homogeneous group 
and that their decisions are also shaped by, for example, their identity, 
networks of social relations, and the context in which renovation/ 
retrofit improvements occur. Several authors (e.g., [11,24]) have indi-
cated relational inhibitors or drivers as influencing decision-making for 
retrofitting; this paper unpacks them directly by uncovering how these 
networks of social relations shape landlords’ experiences.

People’s position, i.e., the role that they perform in society; condi-
tion, i.e., their material and personal circumstances; and, their family 
and communities, i.e., the groups they belong to in society and influence 
their choices, are all important. Addressing concerns related to energy 
demand requires recognising that people are not isolated entities, and 
that energy consumption happens within households, workspaces and 
communities framed by intersected networks of social relations [34].

Zelizer [76–78] conceptualises relational approaches in economic 
sociology arguing that personal/intimate and social interactions influ-
ence the way in which money, and hence markets, work, and the 
meaning attributed to money and people’s attitudes towards it in their 
everyday lives. In Zelizer’s view, economy and society should not be 
considered as separate ‘hostile worlds’ [77,79,80]. Instead, money, as 
object, and intimacy, as subject, are connected, and this connection is 
shaped by the exchange of money and goods. Relational work is the 
process by which people attribute value to their interactions and define 
expectations. The ways in which money is obtained (by whom and for 
what purposes) and interpreted (e.g., as a gift, payment, or entitlement) 
affects its potential uses in achieving a variety of outcomes [81]. The 
application of relational work to the energy field is new and supports 
understanding people’s interactions about retrofit within a specific 
context, and the related retrofit outcomes, which are moulded by social 
relations [14; in review].

Building on Zelizer’s conceptualisation, Hargreaves and Middlemiss 
[34] distinguish between ‘micro’ social relationships, such as those with 
family, friends and communities, and ‘macro’ social relationships, 
including those of class, gender, and religion, which intertwine in peo-
ple’s lives. In particular, they identify three types of social relations as 
critical in influencing people’s use and engagement with energy: re-
lationships of identity, with family and friends, and with agencies and 
communities. Their categorisation supports an understanding of the 
extent to which, and how, social relations influence retrofit decision- 
making and is used as a framework to analyse our data on landlords 
and retrofits.

People’s identities inform the way they see themselves and others 
and their interaction with family, friends, communities, and agencies, 
and influence energy demand [34]. Relations associated with identity 
can be shaped by people’s membership of wide social categories (e.g., 
race, ethnicity, and gender), or through membership of a specific 
household type (e.g., single person household, single/two parent fam-
ily). People’s roles, responsibilities and relationships affect energy needs 
and practices. Identities are interrelated, overlapping, and heteroge-
neous, meaning that people’s affiliation with a particular category does 
not imply homogenisation within that category [82]. Societal expecta-
tions on how those roles and responsibilities should be performed within 
the family, community and at a broader scale, and people’s under-
standing of their own identities shape energy demand and interventions 
by policymakers. Policy on domestic energy use and consumption has 
often treated the household as a homogeneous unit of analysis and as a 
place of individual behaviour [34]. This approach has been criticised 
since households are complex webs of everyday practices, including 

negotiation processes within power relations, and bonds with family and 
friends. These routines and relationships are interrelated, evolve over 
time, and affect energy use and demand. Particularly relevant to the PRS 
are issues of power asymmetries between landlords and tenants that 
often qualify their relationship because of final control over the prop-
erty, and which could prevent the adoption of energy efficiency mea-
sures [83].

Achieving net zero commitments requires efforts that are rolled out 
at a local scale, and thus require direct consideration of place. Re-
lationships and interdependencies developed within a place are essential 
to encourage ecological and social sustainability of communities at the 
local level [84]. Context in its socio-economic, built and natural envi-
ronment, and political aspects, as the place-specific ensemble of capa-
bilities, capacity and knowledge, climate, building stock, infrastructure, 
institutions, organisations and services, financial resources and policy 
landscape, is a pivotal ingredient to understanding the energy retrofit-
ting decision-making process. How relations are shaped within and by a 
specific context is also relevant as they can support increasing local 
resilience and developing a sense of place [85]. Devine-Wright (86:2) 
suggests that “place is relational […] drawing attention to connections 
and flows between places, as well as the politics of struggles to conserve 
or re-make places” [87]. Places are characterised by “assemblages of 
actors across local and non-local areas in coalitions of mutual interest 
both to instigate or oppose different socio-technical pathways” [86:2, 
88]. Regarding the PRS, location characteristics, including building at-
tributes, can influence decision-making towards retrofitting. For 
instance, a nexus has been recognised between location and rental 
premium, and landlords’ willingness to invest in energy efficiency [89]. 
Relations with place are interconnected with other social relations, such 
as relations with agency and communities.

There is indication of barriers and opportunities to retrofit within the 
PRS with hints in literature regarding relational components; this paper 
contributes to energy retrofitting scholarship an empirical case study of 
retrofitting within the PRS in B&H.

3. Research design and methods

This paper presents a ‘relational’ case study of energy efficiency 
uptake by landlords within the PRS in the B&H area. The authors 
adopted a mixed-methods data collection approach including 20 semi- 
structured qualitative interviews and document analysis including UK 
and Brighton and Hove City Council (BHCC) governments’, and local 
and international institutional reports (e.g., [4]). Prior to carrying out 
the primary data collection ethical clearance from the University’s 
Ethical Committee was obtained. Interviewees participated on a 
voluntary basis. Landlords interviewed were mostly members of the 
Sussex Student Letting Agency at the University of Sussex where the 
project team was based.3 Experts were recruited through local and na-
tional retrofit networks. Due to interviewees’ logistical and time con-
straints, interviews were carried out on Teams or Zoom for 17 
interviewees, two by phone, and one in person. In line with the code of 
practice for the personal data protection, interviewees have been 
attributed pseudonyms. Challenges to the study are represented by the 
small population sample, which constrains the generalisability of the 
data; however in-depth interviews allow broader individual reflection 
[90,91]. Questions in the interview topic guideline include property and 
renovation history, relationship with the property and the local area, 
relationship with actors involved in the energy efficiency renovation 
process (e.g., family, friends, and trades), reasons behind energy effi-
ciency renovation, renovation finance.

3 The SSLA was the only letting agency in Brighton set up and operated since 
2012 by the University of Sussex Students’ Union to offer students greater 
support and a better lettings experience.
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3.1. Research participants and analytical framework

Interviewees include 12 experts and eight landlords whose proper-
ties are in the B&H area. Local experts are defined as professionals with 
expertise in the fields of energy efficiency and retrofitting, operating 
within the local area. The semi-structured interviews took place be-
tween December 2021 and April 2022. Tables 3 and 4 present the in-
terviewees. Based on Rugg and Rhodes’ [45] categorisation (see Section 
2), interviewees include six pension-plan (Frank, Robert, Karl, Luca, 
Linda and John), two of which started as episodic landlords (Linda and 
John), and two portfolio landlords (Sarah and Patrick).

The authors carried out a thematic data analysis based on themes in 
social relations and domestic energy efficiency literature (as explored in 
Section 2) using NVivo. Key themes of categories and patterns were 
identified in interview transcripts. To analyse the data, the authors 
combined Hargreaves and Middlemiss’ [34] typology of social relations 
affecting energy demand, with Brown et al.’s [35] themes identified in 
their four ‘systemic’ barriers (capital cost and split incentives, uncertain 
benefits and quality, information engagement and trust, complexity, 
disruption and timing) and place-specific concerns as explored in Sec-
tion 2.1. The integration of place as a typology of social relations in the 
framework of analysis adds to Brown et al.’s [35] conceptualisation of 
four ‘systemic’ barriers and to Hargreaves and Middlemiss’ [34] typol-
ogy of social relations by highlighting how climate, building stock, and 
actors engaged in retrofit work within a place, including institutions, 
organisations and communities constrain or facilitate owners’ decision- 
making towards retrofitting.

The presentation of the results in Section 4 is structured as follows: 
‘relations associated with social identity’, ‘relations with family and 
friends’, ‘relations with agencies and communities’ [34] and ‘relations 
to place’.

3.2. Brighton and Hove-case study settings

B&H is located on the south coast of England. According to recently 
released Census (2021) data over a third of households are privately 
rented [92], second only to London in the UK; this makes it a particularly 
interesting case to explore. B&H has seen an increase in population of 
1.4 %, from around 273,400 in 2011 to 277,200 in 2021 [93]. This has 
affected the PRS housing market with a rise in the number of homes 
advertised for rent from 2013 to 2020 [94,95]. For instance, over 2019, 
BHCC reviewed around 12,000 homes to rent in the area listed on a UK 
property rental website plus around 5000 more homes in adjacent areas 
[94,95]. B&H hosts two universities with a significant increase in stu-
dent numbers in the city over the past two decades. Allocating sufficient 
purpose-built student accommodation has been challenging and has 
required expansion in private rented accommodation [96]. Addition-
ally, Regency, Victorian, and Edwardian building stock characterise 
B&H’s architecture with circa 3400 listed buildings [97] with significant 
restrictions to the adoption of energy efficiency measures.

BHCC’s vision of future development is one that seeks to reduce the 
ecological footprint while also driving decarbonisation [94]. As a 
response to the current climate crisis, the council launched in 2021 its 
2030 Carbon Neutral Programme [98]. In January 2020, BHCC unani-
mously passed a Notice of Motion supporting a ‘Green New Deal’. This 
plan aims to address poverty and inequalities in relation to energy, 
tackle climate change concerns and foster decarbonisation initiatives. 
Programmes include a council retrofit scheme, a Heat Decarbonisation 
plan, including replacement of gas boilers, and opportunities for skills 
and training within the retrofit sector [98]. However, the geographical 
and building stock characteristics, which include Grade I and II pro-
tected buildings, potentially constrain the adoption of energy efficiency 
measures at the domestic level. This complicated context makes B&H a 
suitable case-study to explore whether and how social relations shape 
retrofitting up taking within the PRS. BHCC has lately launched a 
licensing scheme for private rental properties [99,100] to improve the 
conditions and the management standards in privately rented houses. 
While the focus is on health and safety, it seems that energy efficiency is 
not in the picture as contributing to health and wellbeing. The sole 
parameter for efficiency remains that of the EPC.

4. Results

Landlords presented a variety of perspectives that addressed the 
paper research questions: what social relations are critical to landlords’ 
decision-making process towards retrofitting? How do they influence 
the retrofitting process? Results are organised using Hargreaves and 
Middlemiss’ [34] categories of social relations, with the additional 
category ‘relations with place’.

4.1. Relations associated with social identity

Landlords and experts’ political and professional identities, and 
personal experiences have been influential to the retrofitting process.

4.1.1. Experts’ political identity as shaping their practice
Andy, a retrofit installer, expressed how his ‘identity’ as someone 

caring for sustainable choices in energy retrofit was perceived as 
something unusual and circumscribed to a specific category of people, 
the ‘greenies’. For instance, he commented that when he was discussing 
energy efficiency with a colleague, his colleague said: “yes, [energy ef-
ficiency] is not for us. We use as much energy as possible to do what we 
do. Power tools all the way”. As discussed by [24,70] (Table 2), caring 
for the environment and ‘social identity’ [34] were drivers of Andy’s 
commitment towards retrofitting.

‘Identity’ and ‘access to knowledge’ [34] also influenced Barbara’s 
(one of the experts) experience. She wore two hats, as a tenant and as a 
campaigner for a local energy efficiency campaign which also interested 
the university student housing. She described that her expert access to 
information, and knowing her rights, facilitated having some works 
done in her rented property. She said,

because we [the tenants] said the right things and everything, [the 
landlords] actually did do the work in the summer, so it depends. 

Table 3 
Expert interviewees.

Pseudonym Type of organisation

Karen Third Sector/Charity/Advice for industrial, commercial and public 
sectors

Andy Retrofit company
Steve Retrofit Cooperative
Barbara Student Representative
Mark Local government
Greg Third Sector/Charity/Advice for Landlords
Lucie Local government
Kristine Local government
Adrian Local government
Dorothy Local government
Anne Local government
David Local government

Table 4 
Private landlords.

Pseudonym Type of landlord Number of properties

Karl Private landlord 1
Luca Private landlord 1
Fred Private landlord 3
Sarah Professional landlord 6
Robert Private landlord 2
Patrick Professional landlord 40+ in Greater Brighton
Linda Private landlord 1
Neil Private landlord 1
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Also, my landlord said they would be interested in having [an energy 
retrofit company] come and do the survey and everything.

In her opinion, some landlords would be inclined to adopt retrofit 
measures if campaigners could frame it as “you are going to look better 
compared to everybody else”; therefore, increasing their reputation 
[17]. This quote also reinforces the importance of ‘access to information’ 
[10] and ‘technical knowledge’ [62] as systemic challenges discussed in 
Section 2. Barbara’s incident also shows her landlords’ caring for the 
tenants’ wellbeing [70].

4.1.2. Landlords’ professional identity as shaping their practice
Both Roberto and Fred drew on their own training and education to 

make decisions on maintaining and upgrading their rental properties 
[7], as pointed in Table 2. Fred also noted using these skills to help build 
capacity in the tradespeople he works with: “I try to teach [about 
dampness in walls] to all the builders”. The expert interviews further 
identified scarce ‘capabilities’ on energy efficiency among tradespeople 
as a critical concern for the retrofit agenda, as also discussed in literature 
[63].

Landlords’ personal interest and professional identities shaped their 
willingness to retrofit. Robert, for instance, said that he likes to “keep the 
properties in good order”. As businesses, they do maintenance works, 
including, for example, double glazing fitting, using the profit from the 
properties, in line with discussion in [64,67]. Major works, including 
rooftop conversion, roof and wall insulation, were done when landlords 
bought the properties, as pointed in [50]. For instance, talking about one 
of his properties, Fred said: “three years ago, we spent £130,000 just 
renovating it, and took it off the market for a year to put in proper 
central heating, underfloor insulation and things like that”. He also 
added: “it’s paying dividends because we control the temperature in the 
houses ourselves, in agreement with the students”, reflecting on moti-
vators on landlord/tenant relationship discussed in Table 2 [67].

4.1.3. Landlords’ personal experiences as shaping their practice
The interlink of multiple identities and how these influenced the 

adoption of retrofitting measures were evident when speaking with 
three landlords, Robert, Fred, and Sarah. Robert commented on his 
experience as a student tenant and wanted to ensure that the rented 
properties were up to standards in terms of thermal comfort for the 
students who live in them, as discussed in Table 2. Similarly, Fred 
referred to his experiences as a student tenant in informing how he 
maintained his property. Sarah’s position was shaped by her experience 
as the mother of a student tenant. She described the conditions of her 
son’s rented property: “it was so disgusting that I thought actually there 
had to be a market for property owners who don’t just stick people in 
and leave them for a year”. Her ‘identity’ as a mother, and, for Robert 
and Fred’s cases, their ‘experience as student-tenants’, drove their 
concern for their tenants’ wellbeing, satisfaction and increased comfort 
[63].

4.2. Relations with family

Landlords’ ‘relations with family’ differently shaped their retrofit 
decision-making process. For some, family relations were instrumental 
factors towards retrofitting, for others, they constrained the process, 
while for one, Robert, his relationship with his son, who is a plasterer, 
did not represent a distinctive factor towards retrofitting.

Robert had a property development company with his son and they 
built several houses and converted some large houses into flats. How-
ever, he commented that his own knowledge of the sector made it easier 
to adopt energy efficiency measures in the rented properties. ‘Family 
relationship’ [43] did not represent neither a motivator, nor a constraint 
on the retrofit process.

Hindrances due to ‘relations with family’ occurred in Karl’s experi-
ence, which negatively affected the retrofitting and renovation process. 

When having to partially rebuild and renovate his new property, Karl 
consulted with his stepdad who is an architect and with his brother who 
is an expert on energy efficiency. However, Karl encountered several 
issues when his stepdad thought that planning permission wasn’t needed 
to rebuild an extension to the property and started the construction. 
Once checked by the competent authority, Karl had to demolish what 
was already built. This resulted in disruption, delay, and financial 
burden.

On the contrary, Luca’s relation with and trusting of his brother’s 
knowledge [43] supported his retrofit process, as discussed in Section 2. 
When Luca had to change a boiler, he researched on consumer’s web-
sites. He said that it was difficult to choose among consumer guidance 
portals as he didn’t know which one to trust. He found a good review of a 
German boiler, which was energy efficient although more expensive. His 
lack of experience in the field influenced him in trusting a well-known 
boiler company found online. Before buying the boiler, he added: “I 
then spoke with my brother for advice, who is a mechanical engineer. He 
is not a tradesman; he understood what a good product was meant to 
be”.

The findings disclose instances of interconnection of ‘identity’, with 
‘family relations’ and with ‘relations with trades’. Linda, for example, 
said, “[becoming a landlord] was my husband’s project, but he died a 
couple of years ago, so I have obviously ended up looking after it [the 
house]”. Linda commented that her relationship with her husband’s 
cousin who is a builder was useful when she decided to have the flat roof 
redone. She said, “because my husband’s cousin is able to do that sort of 
thing, he did it for me and so he went [and] stayed in the property whilst 
he was doing it. His cousin had done a lot of building work and he works 
as a builder still now”. Linda, drew on family networks for the knowl-
edge, labour, and skills to upgrade her rental property [23].

4.3. Relations with agencies and communities

Relations with agencies and communities have proven to be either a 
prompt or a deterrent to retrofit processes.

4.3.1. Landlord-tenant relationship
As discussed above, the tenant/landlord relationship is particularly 

interesting in the retrofit process due to often asymmetric power dy-
namics. All landlords interviewed said that the thermal comfort of their 
rented properties was important to them; Fred, for instance, installed an 
electronic thermostat that he can monitor to ensure that the students are 
comfortable, according to prior agreement with them. This confirms 
previous studies arguing that thermal comfort and wellbeing [62], and 
the relationship with tenants [44] could be an incentive in adopting 
retrofit measures.

4.3.2. Relations with tradespeople
The interviewees revealed different experiences and expressed 

different concerns regarding their network of relations with trades-
people. The quotes below intertwine with ‘trust’ [26,72], and ‘access to 
information’ [48] including of technical aspects of retrofitting [8] 
adding on insights on the need to ensuring ‘transparency’ of the retrofit 
process; they also refer to belonging to a network [23] and trades ca-
pabilities [55] as discussed in literature (see Table 1).

Talking about trust, all interviewees but Luca trusted tradespeople 
they worked with, and the respondents perceived trust as critical in the 
retrofitting process. Karl commented that tenants’ trust towards 
tradespeople is an important aspect in facilitating the energy retrofit 
process. For his works, he was supported by tradespeople friends of his 
tenants; he described his experience as positive. He said that “it’s 
important that [the builder] was somebody that [the tenants] felt 
comfortable with”.

‘Access to information’ was key for four interviewees. Fred perceives 
himself as part of the building community, while Robert and Luca found 
tradespeople online on accredited websites. While Robert trusted highly 
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scored people, Luca, perhaps due to his lack of knowledge of the field, 
mistrusted the system and trades in general. Referring to ‘transparency’ 
He said,

I asked for quotes, and PVC windows had different prices ranging 
from 8000, 20,000, to 50,000. It was difficult to understand why 
there was such a gap. I found information online and there are 
windows for thermal insulation, then for sound insulation as well, 
and so on, and they all have different rating. The whole process 
wasn’t transparent.

Linda knew her husband’s cousin and a plumber that was recom-
mended by friends. She, for instance, mentioned that access to infor-
mation would have helped her when she had to do an emergency boiler 
replacement and she didn’t know who to contact. She said that in the 
future she will check on the Energy Saving Trust website, and that she 
would speak to her plumber, who, fitting them, “would have a general 
idea of the efficiency of things, of boilers. Yes, I guess I’d want to have a 
few sources to get that information”. Concerning ‘belonging to a 
network’, John knew surveyors through his property management 
company, while Patrick had recommendations by letting agencies. 
Patrick’s heritage as a Greek Cypriot has influenced him in building up a 
network of foreign builders including Portuguese and Polish. He com-
mented that their experience of working abroad under different policy 
and practice frameworks has facilitated energy retrofitting and reno-
vation works for his properties and to overcome some challenges such as 
internal condensation. Similarly, Robert and Fred’s belonging to the 
building community facilitated their relationship with tradespeople. 
Due to his work before retiring, Robert used to deal with architects, 
trades and contractors. He said, “so, I’m used to doing that; so, it wasn’t 
a problem looking after the house”. In the same vein, Fred said that “in 
the building community I know all the trades. I know architects. I know 
people who can draw plans. It’s just, even when I was working as a GP, I 
just get on very well with people and buildings. I like it and I’m very 
interested”.

Taking about ‘trades capabilities’, he commented that having a good 
team is essential to retrofit works. He said:

It’s always a problem if one of them [tradespeople] retires, because 
the big problem nowadays, a lot of the skilled tradesmen are retiring, 
and finding them, and also the cost. You can go to a big builder. It 
gets very expensive because you have to pay VAT on top [for] your 
materials.

Fred added that poorly qualified workers are a central concern in 
retrofitting.

4.3.3. Relations with lettings agencies
Letting agencies could also contribute to either inhibiting or facili-

tating the retrofit process. This is important, yet an untapped social 
relation within retrofitting literature, adding on what discussed in Ta-
bles 1 and 2. Most landlords commented on having good relationships 
with their letting agency, which positively affected the daily manage-
ment of their properties. However, Sarah’s quote also shows contra-
dictory findings pointing out some landlords’ mistrust towards 
surveyors and advisors.

Three landlords commented that they have a good relationship with 
their letting agency and that this supported them when dealing with 
tenants’ complaints and day-to-day management issues. On the con-
trary, Sarah said that she wasn’t very happy with the way their agent 
was looking after their students, so she decided to take them on board 
herself then let her properties via the SSLA.

Regarding relations with advisors on property care, she said “the 
information is all there for those who want and are just trying to be 
decent landlords, who respect and look after the houses and try to give 
decent accommodation”. However, when asked about who she would 
contact for advice, she said that she won’t know who to contact, and that 

“actually I probably am not dissimilar to an awful lot of landlords […] 
you know, I get the calls from […] my local energy efficiency advisor 
which we all know, are scam calls”.

These quotes interconnect with the systemic barriers of ‘information, 
engagement and trust’ and ‘inertia’ as uncertainty on what to do and 
who to contact.

4.3.4. Relations with the local authority
Contrary to ‘relations with other agencies and communities’, as 

discussed so far, not many respondents had something to say about their 
‘relationship with institutions’, such as the local authority. Overall, 
there is a dearth of connection with the local government, as discussed 
in (forthcoming) especially regarding accessing funds, which did not 
affect decision-making towards retrofitting.

Patrick mentioned how having a good relationship with people 
working in the LA supported him when dealing with tenants’ complaints 
about the indoor environment of his properties. However, regarding 
grants application [51,52] (Table 1), and the systemic barrier of cost 
[26], he commented that “I then contact[ed] representatives, and it’s so 
complicated and convoluted”. He added,

there was something that you had to do, which was something like if 
you install a ground source heat pump, then we’re going to give you 
the money to do double glazing. Also, you couldn’t apply that to the 
stock in Brighton. So, it felt very, very, very ill-considered, so I was 
unable to carry out any of the work with the grants. […] because all 
of these things are political headlines.

Similarly, regarding accessing funding, Fred said, “no, it’s too 
tedious. I wouldn’t bother. I’m lucky. I’m confident. I don’t respect 
politicians. I’ve looked after some senior politicians. They’re psycho-
paths. I keep away from any government issues, really”.

4.4. Relations with place

As explored in Section 3.1 there are place-specific opportunities and 
barriers within the B&H area, such as high demand for renting proper-
ties and the abundance of conservation areas. A few respondents 
mentioned ‘relations with place’ as either favouring or constraining the 
retrofit process. Place, as strategic geographical location, shaped a few 
landlords’ willingness to invest in the B&H area, while specific building 
stock challenges restrained others’ ability to retrofit.

Mark commented, “we [people in Brighton] do have a very sort of 
buoyant private rented sector in the city. It’s large, 35% or something, 
but landlords on the whole don’t have a problem in terms of being able 
to rent their properties out”. Similarly, Greg said, “elsewhere in the 
country, there are other issues around finance, where the properties are 
low value. In Brighton you’ve got high value, so that’s not an issue”. For 
the same reason, John and Luca choose central Brighton as a location 
where to invest in buying a property because the rental market is strong 
in that area. Patrick also chose Brighton as a location for his business 
because of its specific advantages including having two universities, and 
its vicinity to London and to Gatwick airport. It is not clear thought 
whether property location was also an incentive to retrofit their prop-
erties, challenging what discussed, for instance, by [13] (see Table 1).

Talking about the quality of properties, Mark said that since there is a 
huge demand, “quality is not driven by demand, I would say. So, yeah, 
it’s always been a really challenging area for us to work in”. The specific 
advantage of the housing market in Brighton is linked to the quality 
issues explored above.

Dorothy, an expert for the local council, commented that great 
challenges are the old building stock and conservation areas that “pro-
hibit a lot of retrofitting works”. In the same vein, Kristine commented 
that Victorian houses are hard to treat. She also mentioned that multi- 
occupancy properties (MoPs) also represent a hurdle in the retrofit 
process due to, for instance, the landlord-tenant relationship and/or 
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multi-ownership. Sarah, Patrick, Fred, Luca and John, all mentioned 
that they own either Victorian and Edwardian properties, or that they 
are in conservation areas, and this inhibits retrofitting their properties. 
For instance, John said that he cannot install double glazing because his 
house is in a heritage area. Similarly, Luca said “the main door has a 
letter hole; this is energy inefficient because of the drafts. Conservation 
areas have restrictions on what you can do, so there still is the letter 
hole”. Three landlords mentioned having had problems with conden-
sation and damp in their properties, in the past and have adopted ad hoc 
measures to cope with the issue.

Conservation areas and heritage buildings have been recognised as 
constraining retrofitting also by [101,102], while (forthcoming) dis-
cusses relational aspects of retrofitting within MoPs.

5. Discussion

The UK has thus far failed to implement policies to retrofit its 
housing stock to sufficiently address the dual crises of climate change 
and the cost of living [103]. Nowhere is this failure more acutely felt 
than in the PRS, which has the highest energy costs and poorest quality 
of any housing tenure [103]; issues of ‘poor conditions’ have charac-
terised privately rented housing for quite some time [50,104]. With the 
recent withdrawn proposals to force landlords to upgrade homes to an 
energy performance certificate (EPC) grade C by 2035 [105], B&H 
represents an interesting case study since it has a significant and 
growing PRS market. As decision makers, landlords can shape the ret-
rofitting landscape.

Through our case study in B&H, we have found that a major reason 
for this failure has been an incomplete framing of the problem leading to 
policies which insufficiently acknowledge and cater for the essentially 
relational nature of decision making and resource distribution and the 
way in which money is ‘earmarked’ and which offer opportunities and 
constraints [39]. Opportunities arose for Neil who decided to invest his 
inheritance to buy a property, Karl who ‘got advice’ from his tenants to 
rely on trades that they ‘trusted’, Linda, whose late husband’s cousin is a 
plumber, and Luca, who relied on his brother’s expertise. Constraints 
arose for Karl when he got the ‘wrong advice’ from his stepfather. 
Concepts discussed in new economics sociology are operatised in energy 
demand research, as other seemingly separated features of social life, 
such as identity, and intimacy are embedded in the economic sphere as 
theorised by Bandelj as ‘relational work’ [14,106]. Alex, Robert and 
Frank’s belonging to specific networks of retrofitting including their 
‘relations’ with trades contributes to ‘relational work’ as their resources 
dedicated to the making of and the negotiation of social bonds, shaped 
retrofitting process and decision-making.

We further posit an additional important relational component to 
this framework, that of relations with place, as embodied in our B&H 
case study. While similar research focusing on practices in places studied 
relations in place and infrastructure [87,107–109], our approach centres 
on relations between people within places drawing on Massey’s con-
ceptualisation that places are settings of social relations that interrelate 
at a location [14; in review]. Place-specific aspects such as property 
market factors due to the specificity of the location, climate, and 
building characteristics (e.g., heritage building) revealed to be essential 
in shaping retrofit needs and investment by a few landlords. This study 
results have contributed to the development of a conceptual framework 
and methodology principles framework to study social relations within 
energy efficiency [14; in review]. The results also indicate a need to 
explore policy options for conservation areas, such as camouflaged solar 
tiles, in historic buildings to preserve their physical characteristics while 
promoting retrofit options [110] as place-related characteristics are 
often overlooked in retrofit literature and policy. The findings, by 
identifying place specific constraints, call for place specific solutions 
that could grasp local nuances and relations.

Policy on energy efficiency would benefit from taking into account 
the relational aspect of the retrofit process within the PRS as landlords’ 

decision-making process is influenced by their social relations. Impor-
tantly our results show that retrofitting decision-making by landlords is 
shaped by a wider spectrum of factors and relations than cost saving; 
landlords weren’t reluctant in investing in retrofitting their rented 
homes as this was integrated in major renovation works, and retrofitting 
was facilitated by their social relations. Policy solutions should thus 
recognise these prompts [111]. As already proposed by a suite of in-
stitutions, partial tax credits on instruments such as stamp duty, VAT 
and inheritance tax reduction could be proposed on renovations or in-
heritance if works or inheritance expenditure was combined with ret-
rofitting [111; in review]. These incentives could also benefit installers 
to up-sell renovations to include retrofitting [111; in review]. We are 
proposing a more efficient strategy at the central level that leaves room 
for local policies according to place-specific needs.

Contrary to our data from experts (forthcoming), and perspectives in 
the academic literature [112], landlords interviewed depict their re-
lations with trades as positive. Less so relations with institutions, such as 
the LA, influenced the retrofitting process showing instances of mistrust 
and dearth of services, which are place-specific of the B&H area 
(forthcoming).

6. Conclusions

Under the Climate Change Act, the UK government is undergoing 
GHG emissions reduction by 2050 [113]. Emissions from domestic en-
ergy use and from the built environment will need to be reduced sub-
stantially to meet this target; thus, retrofit will be key to this reduction 
[103,114]. Academic work on residential energy efficiency shows that 
the adoption of retrofitting measures can positively affect several as-
pects such as contributing to substantial energy savings, therefore 
curbing the production of GHGs. Notwithstanding numerous benefits, 
multiple challenges including difficulties in accessing financial support, 
and perceived uncertainty, contribute to the ‘energy efficiency gap’ 
[69,115,116]. It is critical to increase the endorsement of retrofitting 
measures and tackle the retrofit of existing old UK housing stock [117].

Several authors explore the policy failure related to energy efficiency 
measures uptake [118,119]. These focus mostly on homeowners and less 
so on the PRS; however, the specific issues related to the ‘split in-
centives’ and power imbalances between landlords and tenants make 
the PRS particularly challenging. While some studies [7,58,59] focus on 
landlord-tenant relationship, further research on this ‘social relation’ 
could uncover more specific opportunities and constraints on landlords’ 
adoption of energy efficiency measures. Our findings, for instance, show 
tenants providing trades to Karl.

Beyond financial and split incentive narratives, the main reasons 
underpinning policy failure, as our case study show, rest in the insuffi-
cient attention paid to the relationships which shape the retrofitting 
process, and which is characterised by networks of relations among and 
within actors. Mistrust towards authorities, whether at central or local 
levels, and uneasiness in accessing grants can constrain landlords’ 
decision-making process (see Table 1). Place-specific aspects, such as 
climate and built environment characteristics, play a key, and often 
undiscussed role, in the policy framing. Further research should inves-
tigate advantages and hurdles among networks of actors promoting 
energy efficiency measures and retrofitting at different scales within the 
B&H area. Other aspects of our research (forthcoming), for example, 
disclose instances of mistrust and disconnection among institutions. As 
our findings show, closer attention should be paid to the role of letting 
agencies as intermediary actors in the retrofitting process, and to that of 
transparency of such processes.

These findings suggest that public policy seeking to overcome the 
barriers to the adoption of retrofit should take such relational factors as 
a starting point before developing prescriptive solutions, or assuming 
certain behavioural motivations and outcomes. For instance, different 
measures could be adopted according to different ‘types’ of landlords as 
discussed by [45] recognising that landlords are not a homogeneous 
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category. While this research focuses on the UK context, it would be 
interesting to explore the operationalisation of the ‘social relation’ 
conceptualisation and methodology in other contexts as retrofitting 
challenges are present also in other countries (e.g., [11]); yet it will have 
to be adapted in light of place-specific social relations and policies.
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