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The Future of Insulation
in New Build
Insulation is changing. The long-term cost of
buildings with poor thermal performance – from
running costs, to health, to the environment
– is now widely understood. And there is a real
appetite in the industry for getting the maximum
value out of a well-considered insulation plan, not
just in terms of optimised thermal performance,
but also in terms of getting the maximum effect
out of other green technology, and improved build
efficiency.
Rolls of loft insulation and empty cavity walls
awaiting filling continue to dominate people’s
understanding of insulation. In a way, rightly so,
since roofs and walls continue to be the major
focus for air tightness and thermal performance in
buildings. But in any sector, businesses that fail to
innovate will not survive.

New should Mean Better
As the quest to meet housing demand intensifies
and Building Regulations continue to become more
stringent, there is a growing body of evidence that
points to the ‘business as usual’ approach to new
build insulation not standing the test of time. There
is a need to understand newer, more flexible and
sustainable insulation methods that could be put to
use on-site, bringing both immediate and longerterm benefits.
A modern approach to insulation is more than just
meeting the minimum standard required. There
are a number of advantages to casting a critical
eye over what’s being done now with the objective
of seeing how things could be improved in the
future. Build times and costs can be reduced, and
air tightness further improved, boosting energy
efficiency, reducing client bills and increasing
overall job satisfaction.
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Lessons from Europe
Examples of best practice exist everywhere on the
construction sites of our European neighbours,
where insulation techniques are more advanced,
with more innovative approaches already at a much
more mature stage. The UK insulation industry
simply can’t stand still while the rest of Europe
moves ahead.

“There is a need to

understand newer,
more flexible and
sustainable insulation
methods that could
be put to use onsite, bringing both
immediate and
longer-term benefits.”
The Passivhaus building concept, which began
in Germany, has been influential in establishing
the concept of highly energy efficient new build
homes. In builds that meet the Passivhaus standard,
excellence in air tightness and minimal thermal
bridging is the basis on which maximum passive
heating gains are made, reducing space heating
and primary energy consumption.
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Across Central Europe, there have also been
significant developments in the insulation
approach at the structural levels of new build, such
as Insulating Concrete Forms (ICFs) and Structural
Insulated Panels (SIPs).

The Move to Modular
Where insulation is viewed not as an add-on but
rather as part of the form a building comes in, offsite or modular construction methods – often
dubbed the ‘flat pack home’ - are increasingly
prevalent. Housing shortages, coupled with the
need to build homes with improved sustainability
credentials, faster and more cost effectively, is
leading to the emergence of the new ‘contractordeveloper’ client who demands improved durability
and low maintenance costs over the long-run.
A report from WPI Economics1 highlighted that
currently only 7.0 per cent of UK building work
is done off-site, but an increase to 25.0 per cent
would boost overall sector productivity by 3.6 per
cent by 2020.
Whether or not this level of growth is achievable
by 2020 is debatable, but an increase in off-site or
modular construction methods is a definite over
the coming years. When you’re looking at sector
worth billions, a near 4.0 per cent productivity
increase comes with significant margin growth.

Insulating the Smarter City
A recent report from the European Commission2,
‘The Making of a Smart City: Best Practices Across
Europe’, highlights case studies where very high
levels of energy efficiency were achieved in build
projects, both retrofit and new build.
Among the new build success stories, a number of
energy-efficiency techniques are highlighted: the
use of passive solar heating, integrated renewables,
smart ventilation systems and heat recapture. But
for these methods and technologies to function to
their fullest potential, getting heat retention right
first is the quickest and most economical way to
deliver the energy efficiency benefits into a build
project. It also maximises the performance of the
other green technologies being used.
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A range of new techniques are also highlighted.
These include the Next Buildings in Lyon, France,
where reinforced insulation of the building
envelope saw U-values of walls between 0,15-0,18
W/m2, and the NEED4B project in Lecce, Italy,
which used advanced insulation and double-skin
coating for top thermal performance.

Where is the UK Market currently?
The UK can learn a number of lessons from the rest
of Europe and apply them to this country’s unique
new build conditions. The time is now for innovative
and practical organisations in the insulation sector
to carve out a bigger role.

“Currently only
7.0 per cent of UK
building work is
done off-site, but
an increase to 25.0
per cent would
boost overall sector
productivity by 3.6
per cent by 2020”
The economic and political case for a push to
improve the building fabric energy efficiency on a
large scale has been made strongly in recent years.
BRE has estimated the health costs of poor housing
to the NHS to be £2.5billion a year, meaning there
can be no repetition of the building mistakes of
the past amidst the clamour for new homes and
workplaces.
The All Parliamentary Group for Healthy Buildings,
which cites the BRE numbers, suggests3 that local
housing strategies must consider how both new and
existing housing contribute to health, wellbeing and
productivity, while building regulations must look
beyond minimum safety levels to a broader view of
the human and economic impact of buildings.
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Mineral Wool is Winning

Added Qualities come to the Fore

The core product of Superglass, glass mineral wool,
puts the company at the centre of the developments
in the market, and not just where thermal
performance is concerned. The move to smarter,
more nimble builds favours lighter materials that
are easily transported and handled. Reflecting this,
the mineral fibre market is forecasted to see big
growth in the next decade.

One of the greatest challenges in improving
building insulation is tackling the problems of
thermal bridging. The flexibility and malleability of
glass mineral wool means it can be used to fill even
the most awkward spaces in a building, cutting
out gaps and making sure the building envelope is
tightly wrapped.

A report from Global Industry Analysts4 finds that
housing construction alone will drive the glass
mineral wool market at annual growth rates of
4.6%. How mineral wool is deployed will also shift.
Blown mineral wool is on the rise across Europe.
A study in Sweden5 found blown mineral wool to
be a viable alternative to insulation slabs for floor,
walls and roofs. Here at Superglass, we have been
expanding our operations in France recently to
meet a growing demand for blown glass mineral
wool, where it is rapidly becoming the norm for use
in new builds.
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But that’s not all. While improved thermal
performance is a fundamental requirement,
insulation solutions that add value in different
areas will become increasingly in demand. Here,
the Superglass product range delivers too.
Their inert nature means that once they’re in, that’s
essentially the job done for the life of the building.
They also boast outstanding acoustic performance
and fire safety. On the latter, there is no better
rating than Reaction to Fire Classification A1, based
on the BS EN 13501-1 testing procedure – and
that’s exactly what you get.
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The range also tops the certification system for
sustainability, with a Generic BRE Green Guide
rating of A+, critical for clients who increasingly
looking for buildings that reduce costs over time
in order to improve their reputation as progressive
organisation.
Sustainable construction is not just about the build
project in isolation – rather, it takes a view of the
whole life cycle of products involved. Superglass
products win here too, being made from up to 84%
recycled glass.
For a more secure future, the insulation industry
needs to build more trust, drive more economic
efficiencies and practice stewardship over the
source of its materials.

The Latest Science in Action
A number of other advanced insulation materials
and techniques will come to prominence. A report
from SINTEF6 in Norway lays out the science behind
these options, as well as their potential.
They include Nano insulation materials (NIMs),
materials with a tiny pore structure that have
extremely low thermal conductivity. Such materials
can be mixed into concrete to reduce the thermal
conductivity of a building’s structure. Then there
are gas insulation materials (GIMs), where small
pores in a material are filled with low-conductance
gases like argon or krypton (similar to the approach
in vacuum-insulated panels).
All of these approaches are early stage and need
much more research and development before
they can be used in everyday practice on site. The
BEIS report on solid wall insulation also concluded
there is still more innovation required ahead of any
mass-market uptake, such as more economical
production of aerogels, Nano-insulated plaster
and VIPs, better methods of measuring insulation
boards to fit, and more flexible finishes.

Products Ready for Now
New product innovation is coming, but the need is
now. That’s why materials like glass mineral wool,
ready to be used today, are so central to shaping
the immediate approach to improving insulation.
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At Superglass, we’re keen to showcase the future
of insulation right now. The new Futureworks
Innovation Centre7 centres on a mock-up building,
where products can be demonstrated in action in a
realistic setting.

“This focal point is a
means of engaging
clients in future best
practice – showcasing
how products can be
applied on site, beyond
what is currently being
done today.”
This focal point is a means of engaging clients in
future best practice – showcasing how products
can be applied on site, beyond what is currently
being done today. It segues perfectly with plans
to increase technical knowledge right across the
business.
Clients want to see evidence that their buildings
will be future-proof - against rising energy bills,
changing weather patterns and the demands
placed on the building structure by its inhabitants.
They want to see practical solutions, not simply
new technology for new technology’s sake.

Uncomfortable Truths
The Hackitt Report into the fire at Grenfell Tower
contains some key messages for the UK insulation
industry at large. Unclear guidance and regulation,
poor practice and insufficient product testing are
all cited as contributing factors to the disaster, and
subsequently, the government has chosen to open a
consultation on the future role of polyisocyanurate
(PIR) foam insulation materials in certain building
types. It is also possible that demand for A1 rated
products will come increasingly from architects
and insurers if the government stops short of such
legislation.
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In the end, the quality and appropriateness of
an insulation job cannot get lost in cost-cutting
exercises and there is a greater level of focus on
this than ever before.

Don’t Ignore the New in the Rush to
Retrofit
There is much retrofitting of properties still to do
in the UK, with millions of properties still requiring
significant insulation measures. This is testament to
the building mistakes of the past, and these cannot
be repeated. The buildings of today and tomorrow
need to be designed and built in a manner that
guards against a need for expensive upgrades later.
We are armed now with more information and
innovation than ever before. There is no excuse
for problems to be kicked down the track. The
combined challenges of building with quality as
well as at scale must be met head-on, and there
are plenty of solutions out there to ensure a reliable
and cost-effective insulation solution.
With the numerous new materials and technologies
coming to maturity there will be no ‘outright
winner’ in the market. The range of types and
purposes of new builds is just too diverse for
that. But with outstanding thermal performance,
malleability, inertness, fire performance, and firstclass environmental credentials as key agenda
items for construction sector decision makers, the
Superglass range of glass mineral wool products
will play a key role, now and in the future.

Product Solutions
Our recent in-depth insulation guide outlines
how energy efficiency and heat retention can
be optimised for internal and external walls,
timber frames, floors, lofts, roofs and metal-clad
structures, in both residential and commercial
builds. Designed by specification experts for design
engineers, builders, architects and surveyors,
the guide outlines best practice, which product
specifications work best for particular jobs, and the
practicalities of installing them. Download it here.
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Superglass insulation not only saves energy in use, but also in its
manufacture. It reduces heating and cooling requirements so efficiently,
it saves many times the energy used in sourcing the raw materials,
manufacture, distribution and installation. And as it’s made from up to 84%
recycled glass, it reduces waste disposal and saves valuable resources –
giving Superglass products a Generic BRE Green Guide rating of A+.
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