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BIGGEST CHANGES TO THE 2015 IECC
In terms of airtightness testing, little has changed from the 
2012 to the 2015 IECC. Building envelope testing is required 
to verify air leakage rates of less than 5 ACH50 in climate zones 
1 and 2, and 3 ACH50 in zones 3–8 (see "The International 
Code Council" on p. 26). Duct leakage testing requires air 
leakage rates of less than 4 cubic feet per minute/100 square 
feet of conditioned floor area at a test pressure of 25 Pa. 

However, there are a couple of noteworthy updates to the 
2015 IECC. The first is the addition of two industrywide stan-
dards for blower door testing. The second is the introduction of 
an Energy Rating Index (ERI), which helps home buyers to make 
informed purchases.

DEFINED STANDARDS FOR 
BLOWER DOOR TESTING
The 2015 IECC adds two formal standards for blower door test-
ing. Th se standards require more consistency in test proce-
dures than were required in previous versions of the IECC. The
first of these standards is ASTM E779 “Standard Test Method 
for Determining Air Leakage Rate by Fan Pressurization.” 
The second of these standards is ASTM E1827 “Standard Test 
Methods for Determining Airtightness of Buildings Using an 
Orifice Blower Door.”

ASTM E779
E779 specifi s the test method for measuring building enve-
lope air leakage using both pressurization and depressuriza-

The latest International Energy Conservation Code (IECC) 
sets a high bar for residential energy efficiency, and slowly 
but surely states are moving toward more energy-efficient 

homes. Along with stricter energy goals, the 2015 IECC intro-
duced standard requirements for airtightness tests, as well as an 
Energy Rating Index to simplify a home’s energy efficiency for 
the average home buyer. 

The IECC was developed by the International Code Council 
(see “The International Code Council” on p. 26). The IECC con-
stantly evolves to meet the industry’s current energy efficiency 
needs. Over the years, new requirements have been added to the 
IECC to increase the overall energy efficiency of buildings. Some 
states resist these changes, and some choose not to adopt an of-
ficial statewide residential IECC at all, leaving this up to local 
jurisdictions. In fact, of the 50 states, 10 either haven’t adopted a 
residential IECC, or are operating under a code that is as old as, 
or older than, the 2006 IECC. 

However, most states have embraced the energy codes and 
are updating the energy-related portions of their statewide 
building code. As of March 2016, 13 states were operating un-
der the 2012 IECC and 19 were operating under the 2009 IECC. 
Finally, 8 states have already adopted the 2015 IECC and are 
writing the updates into their building codes. Th se states are 
Alabama, Hawaii, Illinois, Maryland, Michigan, New Jersey, 
Texas, and Vermont.

So what does the 2015 IECC mean for contractors?
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codes and standards

measurement is taken before and after each of the five tests. This 
method is used for estimating air leakage, and the estimates are 
used to improve the airtightness of the building. 

Under the two-point method, the house pressure is tested at 
50 Pa and at 12.5 Pa, and the test is repeated five times. A base-
line measurement is taken before and after each of the five tests. 
This test is used for determining air leakage parameters that are 
used in natural-ventilation models. It requires taking measure-
ments that are more accurate than measurements taken using 
the single-point method, because this test uses more complex 
techniques of data analysis. 

After testing is completed, ASTM E1827 allows contractors 
to decide if they want to pressurize, if they want to use depres-
surization, or both. 

The report should state which method was used. It should 
also describe the building, including address, elevation, and 
date of construction. Give the floor area and volume for each 
conditioned space. Describe the HVAC system, say what test 
equipment was used, and give the wind speed and direction and 
indoor and outdoor temperatures.

Th se two formal standards for blower door testing are a wel-
come update to the IECC. While there were requirements for air 
leakage testing in the 2009 and 2012 IECC, neither referenced a 
formal test standard. The 2015 IECC requires contractors to fol-
low one of the two ASTM test standards described above. This 
not only ensures that testing is consistent and repeatable, but 
also helps to ensure that the test is performed correctly. 

ENERGY RATING INDEX
With the 2015 IECC comes the introduction of a new Energy 
Rating Index (ERI). The ERI provides flexibility for builders by 
allowing them to bring in a third-party rater, such as a HERS 
Rater, to give the home a numerical score based on its energy-
saving characteristics and climate zone. The state or local juris-
diction can specify which ERI it will use. Many of them have ad-
opted RESNET’s HERS index, which is based on ANSI RESNET 
Standard 301-014.

To date, over 1.5 million U.S. homes have been rated under 
the RESNET standards, and in 2013, half of all new homes were 
issued a HERS Index Score. 

Think of the ERI as being something like the mpg rating on a 
car. It provides a simple way for home buyers to compare the en-
ergy efficiency of two or more houses. The lower the number, the 
more energy efficient the home, with zero being a net zero home. 
On the opposite end of the spectrum, a home with an ERI of 100 
is about as efficient as a home built to the 2006 IECC standard.

Under the ERI path, each home has a goal number based on 
the climate zone (see "The International Code Council" on p. 
26). Often, when a state adopts an IECC code, it is adopted and 
implemented with provisions and/or amendments. Th refore it 
is important to check the state’s energy code when a new IECC 
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tion blower door tests. This test should be avoided during high 
winds, or when there is a large temperature diff rence between 
outdoors and indoors. 

ASTM E779 includes the following requirements: 

■  Test at a minimum of five data points between 10 and 60 
Pa, in increments of 5–10 Pa. This is usually referred to as a 
multipoint blower door test. 

■  Measure the airflow rate and the pressure diff rences across 
the building envelope.

■  Complete a pressurization and depressurization test.

■  In the report, describe the building, including address,  
elevation, and date of construction. Give the floor area  
and volume for each conditioned space. Describe the HVAC 
system, say what test equipment was used, and give the 
wind speed and direction.

Under this standard, there are limitations on the conditions 
under which the test can be conducted. Th se limitations are 
based on the diff rence between indoor and outdoor tempera-
tures and the height of the building. 

ASTM E1827
E1827 allows for two methods of measuring building envelope 
air leakage rates, the single-point method and the two-point 
method. Under the single-point method, the house pressure is 
tested at 50 Pa, and the test is repeated five times. A baseline 

(left) A contractor conducts a blower door test to see if the house meets the 
2015 IECC air leakage rate requirements; (right) The Energy Rating Index (ERI) 
will make it easier for homebuyers to understand the energy efficiency of the
home by displaying its ERI number.
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requires. The duct leakage test allows the use of either total duct 
leakage or duct leakage to outside at 4 CFM/100 square feet at 
25 Pa. Each state and each county has the option to modify the 
latest IECC to be either more or less energy efficient. 

HOW THE ERI HELPS HOME BUYERS
The introduction of the ERI will benefit home buyers in particu-
lar, since most of them find it difficult to evaluate home perfor-
mance and energy efficiency. Building envelope, conditioned 
space, and air changes per hour are technical terms that most 
people have never heard before. To fully understand the indus-
try terminology takes specialized education and training. The
ERI helps break down those terms in ways that are easy for lay 
people to understand. 

One concept many car buyers understand is mpg. The higher 
the number, the better the gas mileage and the more money that 
stays in your pocket. The ERI works the same way, only in the op-
posite direction. The lower the number, the more energy efficient 
the home and the less money you’re paying to utility companies.

Builders will benefit from this numbering system as well, 
because they now have three IECC compliance paths to choose 
from: the ERI compliance path, the prescriptive path, and the 
performance path. The prescriptive path requires that each part 
of the home be built to a certain standard, such as a wall R-value 
of at least 20. The performance path requires that the entire 
home perform to a certain standard, such as using less energy 
than a comparable home built using the prescriptive path. Some 

is adopted. For example, when the Texas legislature adopted the 
2015 IECC, it included an ERI compliance option. It modifi d 
the 2015 IECC recommended ERI scores to a set of scaled scores 
that increases in stringency over time. The ERI scores adopted 
by Texas were less stringent than the low to mid 50s recom-
mended by the IECC and are as follows: 

For climate zones 2 and 3 
■  a 65 or lower score from September 1, 2016, to August 31, 

2019;
■  a 63 or lower score from September 1, 2019, to August 31, 

2022; and
■  a 59 or lower score after September 1, 2022.

For climate zone 4 
■  a 69 or lower score from September 1, 2016, to August 31, 

2019;
■  a 67 or lower score from September 1, 2019, to August 31, 

2022; and
■  a 63 or lower score after September 1, 2022.

When Michigan adopted the 2015 IECC in February 2016, 
the state also amended its prescriptive testing path, which en-
sures that dwellings have air leakage rates equal to or less than 
4 ACH50. In line with the IECC, Michigan also states that the 
test is to be done by a certifi d third party if the code official so 

THE INTERNATIONAL 
CODE COUNCIL

The International Code Council (ICC) 
describes itself on its web site as a 
“non-profit organization dedicated  
to developing a single set of  
comprehensive and coordinated 
national model construction codes.” 
Codes ICC has developed include 
the International Residential Code, 
the International Plumbing Code, the 
International Mechanical Code, and the 
International Energy Conservation Code 
(IECC). Learn more about the ICC and 
the I-Codes by visiting www. iccsafe.org.
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equipment wears out, the homeowner might replace it with  
lower-efficiency equipment. In that case, the home might no 
longer meet the 2015 code; it would meet only the 2009 code.

Nevertheless, introducing the ERI, and two formal standards 
for blower door testing, are steps in the right direction. Th y 
give builders defined options for testing and new goals to aim 
for, and they give home buyers an easier way to understand the 
energy efficiency of their homes. 

Kim Tanner has been the marketing communications specialist 
for The Energy Conservatory since 2013. The Energy Conserva-
tory is a Minneapolis-based company known for manufacturing 
products such as the Minneapolis Blower Door, the Minneapolis 
Duct Blaster, and digital pressure gauges.
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>> learn more

To learn more about the Energy Conservatory, go to  
www.energyconservatory.com.

For the complete text of ASTM E779, and list of the items to be  
included in the report, go to www.astm.org/Standards/E779.htm. 

For the complete text of ASTM E1827, and a list of items to be  
included in the report, go to www.astm.org/Standards/E1827.htm. 

For the source of the statement on the number of homes issued  
a HERS Index score, go to www.resnet.us.

builders view the performance path as being more complicated 
than the prescriptive path, because it requires an energy rater 
and/or energy modeling software. But if builders choose the ERI 
path, which also requires bringing in a third-party rater, such 
as a HERS Rater, then the home they built will receive an ERI 
score. Choosing this path not only will help potential buyers to 
understand how energy efficient a home is, but will also make 
the home easier to sell. 

A CAVEAT WITHIN THE ERI 
COMPLIANCE PATH
While the ERI can make home-buying decisions simpler, it can 
also enable builders to cut corners.

The ERI compliance path gives credit for installed high- 
efficiency items that aren’t covered in the 2015 IECC. Th se 
items, such as solar panels and high-efficiency HVAC systems 
and appliances, can compensate for decreased efficiency in the 
building envelope.

The ERI path only requires that the building envelope of 
a home meet the 2009 IECC requirements, whereas the other 
IECC compliance paths—the prescriptive path and the perfor-
mance path—both require that the building envelope meet the 
2015 IECC requirements. This is where the problem lies. TheERI 
score could be based primarily on these high-efficiency items, 
rather than on the performance of the building envelope. When 

Learn more: info@passivehouse.us  | 312.561.4588  | www.phius.org
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