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General Guidance Disclaimer 

This book is intended to provide general guidance and information for readers 

considering or already running a plumbing and heating business in the UK. It is not a 

substitute for professional legal, financial, tax, health and safety, or regulatory advice 

specific to your own circumstances. Always seek advice from a suitably qualified 

professional before making significant business, legal or financial decisions. 

Regulatory Currency 

Regulations, registration requirements, funding schemes, tax rules and industry 

standards referenced in this book were correct to the best of the author's and publisher's 

knowledge at the time of writing, but these are all areas that change over time. Readers 

should always check current requirements directly with the relevant body — such as 

Gas Safe Register, WaterSafe, HMRC or the Health and Safety Executive — rather than 

relying solely on the information in this book. 

Liability Disclaimer 

The author and publisher have made every effort to ensure the accuracy of the 

information contained in this book at the time of publication, but accept no responsibility 

or liability for any errors, omissions, or for any loss, damage or inconvenience caused as 

a result of reliance on the information contained within it. Use of the sample terms and 

conditions template in Appendix D is at the reader's own risk and should not be relied 

upon without independent legal review. 

  



Introduction 

Who This Book Is For 
This book is written for plumbing and heating engineers who are qualified and competent in 

their trade and are thinking seriously about working for themselves, as well as for those who 

have already taken the leap and are looking for a clear, honest guide to the business side of 

what they do. It assumes you already have, or are working towards, the technical skills and 

qualifications the trade requires — this is a book about building and running the business 

around that competence, not a book that teaches plumbing and heating itself. 

Whether you are still employed and weighing up whether self-employment is right for you, 

newly self-employed and finding your feet, or several years in and thinking about growing 

beyond a one-person operation, there should be something in here that speaks directly to 

where you are. 

How This Book Is Organised 
The book is arranged in eleven parts, broadly following the journey from first deciding 

whether self-employment is right for you, through planning, compliance, pricing, finding 

customers, delivering work to a proper standard, managing the business day to day, growing 

beyond one person, and finally stepping back and reflecting on what a long career in this 

trade actually involves. 

Each chapter is written to stand reasonably well on its own, so you can read the book cover 

to cover or dip into whichever chapter is most relevant to what you are dealing with right 

now. Chapters cross-reference each other where topics connect, so following those 

references is a good way to build a fuller picture of a particular issue. 

At the back of the book, six appendices bring together reference material you are likely to 

want to return to: a glossary of terms, a chapter-by-chapter checklist, a list of useful 

organisations, a full sample terms and conditions template, a recap of the self-assessments 

used throughout the book, and pointers to further reading within the wider Trade Skills Hub 

Academy range. 

What This Book Does Not Cover 
This book does not teach plumbing and heating skills themselves — it assumes you already 

have, or are actively working towards, the qualifications and competence the trade requires. 

It also does not go deep into marketing, which is covered in far more detail in the companion 

title How to Market Your Trade Business, referenced at several points in Part 6 of this book. 

This book is also not a substitute for professional advice. Tax, law, insurance and regulation 

are all areas where your specific circumstances matter, and where the cost of getting proper 

advice is almost always smaller than the cost of getting it wrong. Treat this book as a solid, 

practical foundation — not the final word on anything that carries serious legal or financial 

consequences. 



A Word Before You Start 

Running your own plumbing and heating business is genuinely hard work, and this book 

does not pretend otherwise. But it is also one of the most direct, tangible ways to build 

something of your own, using a skill that people will always need. Thousands of engineers 

before you have made this leap successfully, with nothing more than the right preparation, 

honest pricing, proper compliance, and a genuine commitment to doing the job well. 

This book is intended to shorten your learning curve, not to talk you out of anything. Read it 

thoroughly, come back to the parts that matter most to you, and use it as a working 

reference as your business develops. Good luck with everything you build. 
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Chapter 1: Why Start a Plumbing and 

Heating Business? 

Every self-employed plumbing and heating engineer started in the same place you're in right 

now: qualified, competent, and wondering whether working for yourself is a step towards a 

better life or a step towards a much harder one. There's no single right answer. Some 

engineers thrive the moment they hand in their notice. Others find the reality far tougher than 

they expected, and a smaller number decide within the first year that employed work suited 

them better after all. This chapter looks honestly at both sides, so you go into the decision 

with your eyes open rather than swept along by wishful thinking. 

Before You Read On 

This book is written for people who are already qualified plumbing and heating engineers, or 

who are close to completing their qualification and gaining the experience needed to work 

unsupervised. 

It does not teach you how to become a plumber or heating engineer. It assumes you can 

already do the job competently and safely, and shows you how to build a business around that 

skill. 

If you're not yet sure what “qualified” actually means in practice — NVQ Level 2 and Level 3 

qualifications, an apprenticeship, and the additional Gas Safe registration and ACS 

assessments needed before you can legally work on gas appliances — turn to Chapter 3, 

which covers this in full before you go any further. What follows below is a short summary so 

you're not left wondering. 

Qualified First, Self-Employed Second 

It's worth being blunt about this at the very start, because a small number of people skip past 

it. Setting up a plumbing and heating business is not a route into learning the trade — it's a 

route into running a business once you already have the trade. In the UK, that generally 

means: 

● A recognised Level 2 and Level 3 plumbing qualification (such as an NVQ in Plumbing 

and Domestic Heating, or an equivalent apprenticeship-based award). 

● Enough supervised site experience to work safely and competently without someone 

checking your work. 

● If you plan to work on gas appliances, Gas Safe registration — a legal requirement, not 

a voluntary scheme — backed by the relevant ACS assessments for the categories of 

work you intend to carry out. 

● For anyone installing unvented hot water cylinders, the G3 unvented qualification, and 

for wider water system work, familiarity with the Water Regulations that WaterSafe 

registration is built around. 



None of this is a formality. Clients, Gas Safe, insurers and, frankly, your own safety all 

depend on it. If you're reading this book while still partway through your qualifications or your 

on-site experience, that's absolutely fine — plenty of the planning in this book (research, 

costing, marketing) can start well before you go self-employed. Just be realistic about your 

own timeline, and don't let enthusiasm for being your own boss push you into working 

unsupervised, or on gas, before you're properly registered and ready. Chapter 3 goes into all 

of this in far more detail, including how to judge for yourself when you're ready to make the 

jump. 

The Benefits of Self-Employment 
The appeal is easy to understand, and largely genuine. As your own boss, you decide which 

jobs to take, which customers to work for, and which to politely turn down. You keep the 

profit from your own labour rather than a wage set by someone else. Many plumbing and 

heating engineers find that once they're established, their earnings comfortably exceed what 

they were paid as an employee, sometimes by a significant margin, though this depends 

heavily on how well the business side is run rather than on technical skill alone. 

There's also flexibility. You can choose to specialise in the work you enjoy most — bathroom 

installations, boiler and heating work, or the growing renewables side of the trade — 

structure your week around family commitments, and build a business that reflects your own 

standards rather than someone else's shortcuts. Many self-employed engineers describe a 

sense of pride in seeing a business grow that simply isn't there when you're one employee 

among many. 

The Challenges Nobody Puts on the Recruitment Poster 
The other side of the coin is real, and this book won't pretend otherwise. Self-employment 

means no guaranteed income when work is quiet, no sick pay, no holiday pay, and no 

employer picking up the pension contributions. You become responsible for finding 

customers, quoting accurately, chasing late payments, keeping proper records, and staying 

on top of tax and insurance — on top of the plumbing and heating work itself. 

Cash flow is often the first shock. Even a fully booked diary doesn't guarantee money in the 

bank, because customers don't always pay promptly, and materials — boilers, cylinders, and 

heating components in particular — often have to be bought before you're paid for the job. 

Many new business owners underestimate how much time gets eaten up by admin, quoting, 

and driving between jobs — time that doesn't feel like “real work” but is essential to keeping 

the business running. 

There's also an emotional side to it. As an employee, a quiet week is your employer's 

problem. As a sole trader, a quiet week is entirely yours, and it's easy to take that personally 

even when it's simply the nature of self-employed trade work. Chapter 36 looks at cash flow 

and the emotional ups and downs of running your own business in more detail, but it's worth 

knowing from page one that this side of things exists. 



Potential Earnings and Lifestyle Changes 
It's tempting to want a single figure for “what a self-employed plumbing and heating engineer 

earns,” but there isn't one honest answer. Earnings depend on your location, your 

specialism, how efficiently you're priced (covered in Part 5 of this book), how much you 

invest in finding customers, and simply how many hours you're willing to work. What can be 

said with confidence is that, once established, self-employed engineers typically have the 

potential to out-earn an equivalent employed role, because you're being paid for the value of 

the job rather than a fixed hourly wage. That potential comes with variability that an 

employed wage doesn't have — busy months and quiet months, rather than a steady salary 

landing on the same date each month. 

The lifestyle change is often bigger than the financial one. Evenings and weekends may 

include quoting, invoicing, or replying to enquiries rather than switching off completely. Many 

engineers find this trade-off worthwhile, particularly once systems are in place to keep admin 

manageable (Part 9 of this book covers this). Others find they prefer to reserve some of that 

time and choose to subcontract for another business rather than run their own — which is a 

perfectly valid choice covered in the next section. 

Different Routes Into Business Ownership 
There isn't one path into self-employment, and it's worth knowing your options rather than 

assuming it's all-or-nothing. 

● Going fully self-employed from the outset — registering as a sole trader, finding your 

own customers, and taking full responsibility for the business from day one. 

● Subcontracting for an established plumbing or heating business while you build your 

own customer base and reputation on the side, reducing risk while you find your feet. 

● Building up gradually alongside employed work — taking on evening and weekend jobs 

for friends, family and referrals before making the full-time leap. 

● Taking over or buying into an existing local plumbing and heating business, inheriting an 

established customer base rather than starting from nothing. 

● Buying into a franchise model, which trades some independence for a ready-made 

brand, support structure and, often, a lead-generation system — an option some 

engineers consider, though it comes with its own costs and restrictions worth 

researching thoroughly before committing. 

None of these routes is inherently better than another. A cautious, gradual build-up 

alongside employed work suits some people well; others prefer to commit fully from day one 

because half-measures leave them without the time or focus to make the business work. Be 

honest with yourself about which suits your circumstances, your finances, and your appetite 

for risk. 

Common Myths About Working for Yourself 
A few beliefs circulate among tradespeople that are worth challenging before you go any 

further. 



● “I'll be my own boss, so no one tells me what to do.” In practice, your customers, the 

regulations, and Gas Safe all set plenty of rules — you've simply swapped one set of 

expectations for another. 

● “Being good at the plumbing and heating work is the main thing.” Technical competence 

gets you in the door, but pricing, marketing, and customer service are what keep the 

business running. Many highly skilled engineers struggle in business, and some average 

engineers run very profitable ones, because the business skills matter just as much. 

● “I'll earn more straight away.” Most new businesses take time to build a steady flow of 

work. The first six to twelve months are commonly the leanest, even for engineers who 

go on to do very well. 

● “I can work whatever hours I like.” Early on especially, the hours are often longer than 

employed work, not shorter, because you're doing the plumbing and heating work and 

building the business at the same time. 

So, Is It Right for You? 
There's no test in this book that can answer that for you, and anyone who claims otherwise 

is oversimplifying a genuinely personal decision. What this book can do is walk you through 

every practical stage — registration and compliance, planning, pricing, marketing, delivering 

the work, and growing beyond a one-person operation — so that whichever route you 

choose, you're making an informed decision rather than a hopeful guess. The next chapter 

looks at the different types of plumbing and heating business you might build, before 

Chapter 3 turns to the qualifications and experience you'll need in place before taking the 

leap. 

 

END OF BOOK SAMPLE 

 

TO READ THE WHOLE BOOK PLEASE PURCHASE NOW. 


