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FAQ 12-14 
An Informational Series from NCMA 
Answering Frequently Asked Questions

Do concrete masonry walls require continuous insulation?
N o. This is a common misconception . Althou g h one par ticular compliance path (IECC Table C4 02. 2) requires 
insulation to b e continuous , there are sever al other options in the Inter national Ener g y Conser v ation Code 
(IECC) that do not require continuous insulation . The following discussion references sp ecific sec tions and 
requirem ent s of the 2012  IECC[1], b ut applies equall y to other editions of the IECC a s well .  The IECC allow s three 
dif ferent m ethods to b e used to show compliance with minimum ener g y ef ficienc y requirem ent s: prescr ipti ve, 
tr ade - of f or s y s tem p er for mance, and w hole b uilding ener g y anal y sis . A projec t need onl y compl y with one of 
these m ethods , not all three.

O f the three compliance m ethods , the prescr ipti ve m ethod is the ea sies t to appl y and p er haps the b es t 
recog nized . Prescr ipti ve requirem ent s for b uilding envelop e elem ent s are lis ted in t able for mat , with 
requirem ent s lis ted separ atel y for each elem ent and climate zone, a s show n in Table 1.  Table 1  show s that in 
Chic a go (Climate Zone 5), a f lat roofed b uilding (other than G roup R) mus t have R 25  continuous insulation and 
ma sonr y w alls mus t have R11.4 continuous insulation to compl y with this t able. This t able is of ten the sources of 
the misconception that these elem ent s mus t have continuous insulation (ci) in order to compl y with the IECC .

Table 1:  E xcerpt from 2012  IECC Table C402.2  Showing Prescriptive Wall and Roof R-Value Requirements1

Climate Zone 1 2 3 4 Except Marine 5 and Marine 4
All other Group R All other Group R All other Group R All other Group R All other Group R

Roofs

Insulation entirel y 
ab ove deck

R-20 ci R-20 ci R-20 ci R-20 ci R-20 ci R-20 ci R-25ci R-25ci R-25ci R-25ci

At tic and other R-38 R-38 R-38 R-38 R-38 R-38 R-38 R-38 R-38 R- 49

Walls Above Grade

M a ss2 R-5.7ci R-5.7ci R-5.7ci R-7. 6 ci R-7. 6 ci R-9.5ci R-9.5ci R-11.4 ci R-11.4 ci R-13 .3ci

M et al b uilding R-13 + 
R- 6 .5ci

R-13 + 
R- 6 .5ci

R-13 + 
R- 6 .5ci

R-13 + 
R-13ci

R-13 + 
R- 6 .5ci

R-13 + 
R-13ci

R-13 + 
R-13ci

R-13 + 
R-13ci

R-13 + 
R-13ci

R-13 + 
R-13ci

M et al fr am ed R-13 + 
R-5ci

R-13 + 
R-5ci

R-13 + 
R-5ci

R-13 + 
R-7.5ci

R-13 + 
R-7.5ci

R-13 + 
R-7.5ci

R-13 + 
R-7.5ci

R-13 + 
R-7.5ci

R-13 + 
R-7.5ci

R-13 + 
R-7.5ci

Wood fr amed  
and other

R-13 + 
R-3 . 8ci 
or R-20

R-13 + 
R-3 . 8ci 
or R-20

R-13 + 
R-3 . 8ci 
or R-20

R-13 + 
R-3 . 8ci 
or R-20

R-13 + 
R-3 . 8ci 
or R-20

R-13 + 
R-3 . 8ci 
or R-20

R-13 + 
R-3 . 8ci 
or R-20

R-13 + 
R-3 . 8ci   
or R-20

R-13 + 
R-3 . 8ci 
or R-20

R-13 + 
R-7.5ci   
or R-20 
+ R-3 . 8ci

Notes
1 . ci = continuous insulation . 

2 .  R-5.7ci is allowed to b e subs tituted w ith concrete block w alls compl y ing with A S TM C9 0,  ung routed or 
par tiall y g routed at a spacing no less than 32  in . o.c . ver tic all y and 4 8  in . o.c . hor izont all y, with ung routed cores 
filled with insulation .

(co n ti n u e d o n r e v e r se)
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Using this prescr ipti ve t able, the requirem ent s for indi v idual elem ent s are indep endent of each other. 
In Climate Zone 5,  if the ma ss w all ha s R14  insulation and the roof ha s R 20,  the b uilding c annot compl y 
prescr ipti vel y b a sed on R- v alues . H ence, althou g h using the prescr ipti ve t ables is ver y s tr aig ht for w ard , 
it is also ver y limiting in ter ms of desig n f le x ibilit y.

IECC Tab le C4 02. 2  is also misinter preted a s not p er mit ting insulation within the hollow cells of a sing le 
w y the concrete ma sonr y a ssembl y for ener g y compliance. Althou g h concrete ma sonr y with integ r al 
insulation c annot compl y under the Table C4 02. 2  requirem ent for continuous insulation b ec ause 
the webs of the ma sonr y unit s inter r upt the insulation , the IECC prov ides an additional prescr ipti ve 
option in Table C4 02. 2  b a sed on the over all U - Fac tor of the w all a ssembl y. ( The U - Fac tor is the inver se 
of R-Value, i .e. U = 1/ R and R = 1/ U).

For compliance w ith IECC Table C4 02.1. 2 ,  the U - Fac tor of the w all a ssembl y mus t m eet the 
prescr ipti ve U - Fac tor requirem ent ins tead  of the insulation m eeting the prescr ipti ve R-Value of IECC 
Tab le C4 02. 2 .  For e x ample, the ma ss w all U - Fac tor requirem ent for Chic a go (Climate Zone  5) is U 0 . 078 , 
w hich cor responds to an R-Value of 12. 8 .  A s long a s the w all a s a w hole (not the insulation alone) 
m eet s the U 0 . 078 / R12. 8  requirem ent , the w all complies with the IECC in Climate Zone 5.  Althou g h not 
a s f le x ib le a s the tr ade - of f or w hole b uilding anal y sis compliance options , the prescr ipti ve U - Fac tor 
option of the IECC of ten prov ides additional f le x ibilit y over the prescr ipti ve R-Value approach .

Table 2:  E xcerpt from 2012  IECC Table C402.1.2  Showing Prescriptive Wall Mass Wall U - Fac tor 
Requirements by Climate Zone for Building s Other than Group R

Climate Zone 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
U - Fac tor requirem ent 0.142 0.142 0.110 0.104 0.078 0.078 0.061 0.061

Cor responding over all w all R- Value 7.0 7.0 9.1 9.6 12.8 12.8 16.4 16.4

Ad d i ti o n a l d is cus si o n o n th e r m a l e f f i cie n c y a n d co d e co m p l ia n ce o p ti o n s fo r co n cr e te m a so n r y co n s tr u c ti o n  
is p r ov i d e d i n Re f e r e n ce s 2  th r o u g h 5 .
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