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Wall insulation
Choosing the right wall insulation can greatly improve your home’s warmth, 
energy efficiency, and comfort. Whether you insulate externally or internally 
depends on factors like your home’s design, available space, and any conservation 
requirements. This guide outlines the key options and considerations for effective 
wall insulation.

A guide to a comfortable, efficient home

External or internal insulation?
From a heat-loss perspective, external wall 
insulation (EWI) is usually more effective, as it 
creates a continuous thermal layer around the 
building and avoids weak points, such as around 
floor joists. However, practical considerations will 
guide the choice:

•	 Space and site constraints

•	 Aesthetic preferences

•	 Conservation or planning restrictions

•	 Level of disruption

•	 Installation costs

External insulation
External wall insulation is effective, preserving 
internal space and allowing residents to remain 
during installation. Key points:

•	 Thermal performance – creates a strong 
thermal envelope.

•	 Wall type – suitable for solid or cavity walls.

•	 Appearance – alters the look; roof eaves and 
window sills may need adjustment.

•	 Consent -  planning permission may be 
needed if appearance changes.

•	 Finishes – options include render, brick slips, 
pebbledash, or cladding.

•	 Services – rainwater goods, pipes, lights, and 
cables must be refitted on the insulation.

Internal insulation
Internal wall insulation (IWI) can be 
effective when external options are limited. 
Considerations for internal insulation include:

•	 Vapour open materials – use natural 
materials like wood fibre or hemp lime 
insulation to reduce condensation risk. Rigid, 
fossil fuel based materials are vapour closed 
and can trap moisture, leading to damp 
problems.

•	 Wall type – generally applied to solid walls

•	 Thickness – don’t apply too much, ideally 
less than 80mm, because condensation risk 
increases with insulation thickness.

•	 Services – where possible these should be 
removed and relocated on the warm side of 
the insulation.

Attribution: Net Zero Carbon Toolkit : Levitt Bernstein, Elementa, Passivhaus Trust and Etude commissioned by West Oxfordshire, Cotswold and Forest of Dean District Councils, funded by the LGA Housing Advisers Programme.
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IInnssuullaattiinngg  eexxtteerrnnaallllyy  oorr  iinntteerrnnaallllyy??

From a heat loss perspective, it is better to externally insulate as this 
allows the insulation to wrap around the building continuously and 
avoids the need to address weak points and junctions e.g. around floor 
joists. However, it will mostly come down to what is practical on the 
specific site: how much space there is available; the aesthetics 
preferences; whether the building has conservation or planning 
constraints that prevent external insulation; the level of disruption the 
installation will have to occupants; and the relative installation cost.

EExxtteerrnnaall  iinnssuullaattiioonn

External wall insulation is a good solution. It is very effective thermally, 
does not reduce internal space and generally enables residents to stay 
in the property when insulation is being fitted. The external 
appearance of a building will be affected, and roof eaves may require 
extending. Insulation can be easily covered in render but brick slips, 
pebbledash and cladding are also possible.

IInntteerrnnaall  iinnssuullaattiioonn

Use breathable materials internally e.g. wood fibre insulation, hemp 
lime insulation. Avoid using non-breathable materials internally e.g. 
rigid insulation. Even though this can achieve a good thermal 
performance and is often cheaper, it can increase the condensation risk 
and make detailing around junctions more complicated. Consider the 
combustibility of insulation, natural products are likely to be 
combustible but can be used safely in the right application. Where 
space is limited internally consider using thin products such as aerogel 
insulation. Consider installing service voids for electrics to run outside 
of the insulation line. 

EExxtteerrnnaall  IInnssuullaattiioonn  
AApppprrooaacchh

Externally insulated 
Brick Cavity

HHyybbrriidd  
AApppprrooaacchh

Internally insulated 
Brick Cavity

IInntteerrnnaall  IInnssuullaattiioonn  
AApppprrooaacchh

In some circumstances, it may be beneficial to consider a hybrid approach e.g. internal insulation at 
the front to retain the architectural features of the front façade and external insulation at the rear. 
This maximises the insulation gains of using external insulation where it has less of a visual impact.

N.B. If considering cavity fill insulation ensures measures have been made to prevent condensation 

Externally insulated 
Stone Wall

Internally insulated 
Stone Wall

Selecting the  
right insulation 

method depends on 
your building’s unique 
needs, site conditions, 

and practical 
considerations.
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Externally insulated 
Stone Wall

Internally insulated 
Stone Wall

Externally 
insulated brick 
cavity wall

Internally 
insulated  
stone wall


