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“Lock-in” Research

Asset Longevity  Network Effects  Sunk Costs
Household-

Level Lock-in?
e.g., Levi (2013); Unruh (2000, 2002)



“Stepping Stone” or Lock-In?
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Biofuel switching requires no building fabric retrofit, no change in how the 
household experiences heat and continuity with existing infrastructure

Reduce emissions until they 
can afford/are ready for a 

heat pump

Satisfice emission 
reductions

Build momentum towards 
decarbonisation

Risk of switching back to 
fossil fuel

Choudhary & Dutt (2024); Weber (2010) 

Switch to heat pump

Attitudinal 
mechanisms

“Single action” 
bias

Never electrify



This Study
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1,018 homeowners with oil or gas boilers:
• How familiar are they with these 

decarbonisation pathways? 
• How do they evaluate biofuel heating change 

as they learn about its (i) benefits and (ii) 
drawbacks? 

• How do their judgements of biofuel and 
heat-pump pathways compare as 
information about each technology is 
revealed?

• Does learning about one decarbonisation 
pathway influence willingness to switch to 
the other? 



Participants
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Characteristic %

Ownership With mortgage 49.6

Owns outright 50.4

Age 18-39 years 14.0

40-59 years 51.1

60+ years 35.0

Region Dublin 28.7

Rest of Leinster 27.9

Munster 27.5

Connacht-Ulster 15.9

BER AB 26.2

CD 32.4

EFG / Exempt 3.6

Don’t know 37.8

House Built 2010+ 5.9

2000-2010 29.7

1978-2000 31.4

1950-1977 21.3

Pre-1950 11.7

Boiler Type Gas 45.8

Oil 54.2

• 1,018 house-owners with 
gas/oil boiler

• Recruited by Ipsos B&A to be 
representative by age, region 
and mortgage status

• Collected Feb 2026 (pre-Iran 
conflict)
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Willingness to Switch?
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Willingness to Switch?
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Benefits and Drawbacks
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Benefit:

Drawback

Ease of 
Switch

Emissions 
Reductions

Air Quality None

Price 31.3 12.8 6.2 4.2

Sustainability Concerns 6.8 9.7 4.7 0.1

Limited Supply 9.8 7.4 2.1 0.8

None 1.2 0.8 0.3 1.9

• Willingness remained slightly higher among those more concerned 
about environmental issues than price and convenience 



Heat Pumps
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Switching Trajectories
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Fixed effects regressions on intentions-to-switch by information stage 

Weaker negative 
effect of HP 

installation costs 

Pretty willing to biofuel 
switch – especially if 

exposed to biofuels first

Much less willing to 
switch to a heat pump, 

but small positive effect 
of first exposure to 

biofuels on heat pumps!

Positive order effect 
remains after learning 

about heat pumps – heat 
pumps put people off 

switching at all

Very large negative 
effect of building 

fabric upgrade 
requirements to 

access grants

Large, negative effect of 
biofuel drawbacks 

(esp. price) 

(Required retrofitting)



Final Willingness
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Mixed effects regressions on intentions-to-switch by information order, with controls for building and 
participant characteristics.

- Willingness to switch below the 
midpoint for both alternatives

- No evidence that biofuels have a 
detrimental effect on heat pumps 
(the detriment is caused by building 
fabric upgrades) 

- But some evidence that heat pumps 
have a detrimental effect on biofuels



Other Perceptions
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Summary and Implications
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Homeowners are unfamiliar with but receptive to biofuels - though costs matter

• Willingness to switch was initially high after learning about benefits, but fell substantially once higher 
running costs were highlighted

Biofuels outperform heat pumps in stated preferences

• Even with drawbacks, willingness to adopt biofuels remained higher than willingness to install a heat 
pump

• Heat pumps’ disadvantage relative to biofuels is concentrated in building-fabric and retrofit 
requirements, not in installation cost or disruption of the system itself 

• Biofuels’ main deterrent is pricing-policy-tractable; heat pumps’ main deterrent requires a shift from 
fabric adequacy requirements

No evidence of carbon lock-in in homeowner attitudes

• Exposure to biofuel potential did not reduce willingness to adopt a heat pump – if anything, they 
provided a small, temporary stepping-stone effect

From a consumer preference perspective, this evidence implies that facilitating both 
pathways would accelerate decarbonisation
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