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This article presents the results of four months of fieldwork among social 

workers dealing with energy poverty and beneficiaries of social help in 

Brussels. In-depth interviews were conducted with people for whom 

gaining access to energy in the home is a problem. This article analyses 

energy poverty through three main topics – health, social recognition and 

social support – and explores whether they are interrelated or not. Results 

show that energy poverty is associated not only with financial aspects but 

also with social life and mental health. This article also addresses the 

relationship between people living in energy poverty, their landlords and 

social workers. Understanding and accessing information appear to be key 

when analysing the issue of energy poverty today and looking for solutions. 

 

Introduction 

Energy poverty is a real concern in Belgian society at present, as economic inequalities 

and energy prices are on the rise (Huybrechs, Meyer and Vranken 2011). House prices 

have been increasing along with energy prices, affecting the poorest sectors of society 

(Grevisse and Brynart 2013). Access to energy and the services it provides can become 

insecure which can have very negative effects on wellbeing (Boardman 2010). This 

threatens the dignity and decent existence that are identified as fundamental 

entitlements in the 2010 Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union (EU). 

This paper will present the initial results of the qualitative part of a new research project 

on energy poverty in Belgium: the 2GENDERS project (Generation and Gender 

ENergy DEprivation: Realities and Social policies). 

                                                           
1Anne studied cultural anthropology at the University of Louvain (UCL) in Belgium and completed her 

Master’s degree in 2010 (with honours). Since then she has been working as a research assistant and she 

is a member of the Laboratory for Prospective Anthropology at UCL. She can be contacted at: 

anne.baudaux@uclouvain.be. 
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Through participant observation (Olivier de Sardan 2008), multiple contacts with social 

workers and in-depth interviews with persons experiencing energy poverty in their 

everyday lives, topics like energy justice (Walker 2012; Walker and Day 2012), social 

recognition (Ibid; Honneth 1995), health and social life are currently investigated by 

the team project. This article will briefly present the situation in Belgium, and will then 

discuss themes including dwelling and vulnerabilities associated with limited access to 

basic energy. 

 

The 2GENDERS project 

This paper is an output of a multidisciplinary research project on energy poverty2 

coordinated by the University of Louvain (Prof. F. Bartiaux) and involving the 

universities of Antwerp (Prof. S. Oosterlynck), Mons (Prof. W. Lahaye) and 

Birmingham (Dr R. Day).  This research project is funded from 2014 to 2017 by the 

Belgian Scientific Policy Office (BELSPO).The approaches used are both qualitative 

and quantitative in a mixed method study (Tashakkori and Teddlie 1998). 

 

The Belgian situation 

According to the 2011 EU Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (SILC) survey, 

6% of Belgian households have arrears on utility bills. For households below the 

poverty line the corresponding figure is 16% (Grevisse et al 2013). 7% of all 

households cannot keep their homes adequately warm; and this proportion rises to 20% 

for households below the poverty line (Grevisse and Brynart 2013). For median income 

households, expenditure on energy represents about 6% of the household’s income but 

15% for the first income decile (Huybrechs et al 2011). In 2000 the corresponding 

figure was 5.3% for all households (Vanneste et al 2001). 

 

                                                           
2 The project aims to describe the phenomenon, the populations affected and deliberate possible 

interventions with a range of important stakeholders. There is a focus on the gender and generational 

aspects, for we assume that energy poverty and its associated vulnerabilities affect people differently, 

depending on age and gender. 
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This paper focuses on the Brussels Region, which contains 19 municipalities with a 

public social action centre3 in each one. Since 2002, energy units have been created in 

some of these centres to help people having difficulties regarding their energy 

consumption and providing them with the possibility to have access to a social tariff 

for energy. ‘Energy offices’ also provide general information about insulation and 

subsidies, for all audiences. There are no prepayment meters in use in the Brussels 

Region, but there are power limiters. 

 

Fieldwork  

This article is based on fieldwork which was started in March 2014. This fieldwork 

consisted of participant observation among social workers (Auge 1992; Abeles 2008) 

and exploratory in-depth interviews in three different municipalities in the Brussels 

Region. 

 

The research was carried out by observing energy advisors4 in their tasks; attending 

interviews with the so-called ‘users’ (people asking for social help5 from a public action 

social centre); attending workshops which were given on energy-savings tips; visiting 

housing with energy problems; and attending meetings of the Vigilance Network. 

 

The Vigilance Network was created in 1999 by activists from the Christian Labour 

Movement to help social workers dealing with energy problems. According to their 

members, at least 20% of requests to municipal public social action centres concern 

energy bills. There are about 40 social workers per meeting, which last two hours once 

a month (except during summer). They invite specialists, organise debates, exchange 

ideas about practices and share their everyday difficulties at work. 

 

Observation also took place among energy advisors outside the network. As stated 

previously, public social action centres are having to give more energy guidance due 

                                                           
3 Public social action centres provide financial help, social, medical and administrative support that are 

either defined by federal laws or that result from municipal policies. Their aim is to help every Belgian 

citizen to live a decent life. 
4 People who work in the energy units. 
5 This can be administrative, financial, medical or psychological. 
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to the growing problems linked to energy. The main reasons why an appointment with 

an energy advisor is sought are to solve problems with unpaid bills to energy suppliers 

and to overcome difficulties in understanding bills. In addition to advising ‘users’ about 

their energy consumption, they also give workshops on energy-saving tips and can 

provide a certain number of free switchable multiple sockets and even refrigerators. 

These appliances are financed by both the regional and federal governments. 

 

The social workers who were met by the author observed a change of audience: it is 

not only those in receipt of social benefits that ask for help to pay their energy bills, but 

also persons from the middle classes. Social workers explain that phenomenon by the 

constant increase of energy prices. Another notable fact is that the understanding of 

bills seems to represent an obstacle not only for vulnerable groups, but also for more 

privileged, as well as for social workers themselves. Other key difficulties seem to be: 

choosing a supplier; knowing one’s rights; knowing which service to turn to; 

encountering problems after moving house (such as giving the wrong meter numbers); 

fraud and misleading advertising; a loss of trust; and, despair in the face of huge unpaid 

bills. Social workers believe that they are only able to give short-term and local help 

and that there is an urgent need of a political answer to help them and to centralise the 

range of well-intentioned but fragmented initiatives. 

 

In-depth interviews  

With the help of social workers, people having problems related to energy consumption 

were met for in-depth interviews which took about an hour each. The approach mainly 

consisted of following energy advisors to establish contact with the persons they work 

with and then asking these persons for an interview. The questions asked were about 

energy vulnerability and the dwelling in general, their life history, physical and mental 

health, and concerns about (in)justice and social life. The following subsections will 

outline some elements of analysis (although it is an early stage of the investigation) on 

three major aspects: social recognition, health and social support. 
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Social recognition 

One of the main findings of the exploratory interviews was the importance of feeling 

understood (by the homeowner, the social workers, and even the researcher) for the 

persons living in energy poverty. There was also evidence of the central role of pride 

in the decision of asking for social help, and also in the communication with both the 

owner and the researcher. The concept of time is very important too: for most of the 

persons who were met during this investigation, taking the time to listen and trying to 

understand their problems seemed to mean as much as the financial help itself. 

However, dialogue can be complicated by the fact that social workers have the 

tendency to propose practical solutions that do not always suit the feelings of the 

persons experiencing difficulties with their dwelling. 

 

The following quote is from an interview with a woman who has major issues with 

moisture in her house but cannot afford renovations.6 Her dwelling is not safe anymore 

but she does not want to move out because: 

 

It’s the last thing I have left from my husband […] so many memories and 

all the pain to have it! When we bought the house in 1975, I was 23. And 

every single weekend my husband and I […] we were working here. At the 

time we had many friends […] there is nobody left. Just me, my daughter 

and the kid. […] I don’t want to sell. (Woman, 61, widow, owner in a house, 

living with her daughter and grand-son, Molenbeek). 

 

This lady complained that the social workers do not understand her point of view and 

always tell her to move from her old beloved house. 

 

Difficulties in contacting the landlord and a lack of concern from that side were also 

reported. The next quote is from a man who lost his job, went through a divorce and 

cancer, then had to move to a smaller apartment and ended up very isolated. 

 

                                                           
6 The interview extracts have been translated by the author from French. 
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Did you tell [your landlord about the windows and the draughts]? 

 

Not really, because we know very well that he will never do anything7… 

it would be useless to say something. […] for example the intercom is 

broken so I mentioned it, he did nothing… so I can’t imagine telling him 

“your windows are not insulated very well”, he won’t do anything either! 

(Man, lone-father, 55, renter in a private dwelling, Uccle). 

 

Asking for social help is a difficult step for persons experiencing difficulties: 

 

I was raised by my grand-parents. Social help was taboo, we couldn't… at 

the time for us the people asking for social help were hobos and such […] 

but one day you have your daughter, a little baby and no more money to 

buy a bottle of milk, you have to swallow your pride... I asked for social 

help. (Woman, 61, widow, owner of a house, living with her daughter and 

grand-son, Molenbeek) 

 

After a year this lady was informed that her case was “too complicated”, and that the 

social worker had decided to “transfer [her] to another person”. 

 

I’m called, I come, and she asks me for all the papers again. I said “but, I 

gave everything already [to the previous social worker], you're now in 

charge of my case, she gave you my file right?” Sounds logical… “No, I 

have to start all over”. So, I said okay, and again the same documents, the 

same copies… I made a new file, I came back and she said I will have my 

medical card [for free health care] in two weeks. […] I got the card, but 

for the rest […] in two years I only saw her three times. Only three 

meetings of half an hour in two years!” (Woman, 61, widow, owner of a 

house, living with her daughter and grand-son, Molenbeek) 

 

                                                           
7 Emphasis in bold has been added by the author. 
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According to another lady, this kind of situation where the beneficiary of social help 

feels unconsidered is not rare: 

 

You have to know that with all the thefts, the aggressions, everything that 

happens here, insurance companies don’t want to pay for persons living in 

a social neighbourhood anymore. So tell me where the social concern is 

today! […] There are many problems with the social-services level too. 

When you bring your documents for example, they often lose them and 

they claim it’s you. So, what these documents are: tax assessment, income, 

family composition and family allowances. The four documents they 

usually ask from you and… they lose them. (Woman, divorced over 50, 

renter in a social dwelling, Anderlecht) 

 

Health 

The interviews confirmed that there is quite an obvious link between health and energy 

poverty: this is evident where there is a conflict between one's ability to pay energy 

bills and necessary medicines, or where the dwelling is no longer safe. However the 

most frequent vulnerability associated with energy poverty seemed to concern mental 

health, including: depression, loneliness, feelings of inferiority, and feelings of being 

powerless and abandoned. 

 

When I lost my job, my family fell apart too. And as misfortune never comes 

alone, I  also had cancer at the same time. And… yeah… the situation 

wasn't good. I coughed up [money] and…  I cannot be a self-employed 

worker anymore because once you have debts with banks and the State… 

you cannot start all over again. You’re in a deadlock. (Man, single father, 

55, renter in a private dwelling, Uccle) 

 

All this man’s words during the interview showed resignation and the feeling of being 

powerless. He had been rather wealthy and suddenly had to face the impossibility of 

paying his bills without financial help. Things became increasingly difficult, and the 

accumulation of hardships left him with no hope of a better situation. 
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Next is the testimony of a lady who had lived in a social dwelling for years. She had 

gone through debt rescheduling plans as well as a personal change of situation that gave 

her the impression of unequal treatment from social assistance: 

 

If we talk about health care, well… there are double standards in 

medicine! As I have experienced it myself… 

 

What do you mean? 

 

Well, when they know you depend on social help […] you are being 

considered as the dirtiest person, eh, they give you generics and they don’t 

care if it gives you hallucinations, if it drives you crazy, if it gives you hives, 

stuff like that. That’s it… if you get money from social services, you have 

to deal with that sort of things […] now that I [have a new job] and that I 

am invalid, I’m treated like a queen! So when I say there is a two-speed 

medicine… I know what I’m talking about.” (Woman, divorced over 50, 

renter in a social dwelling, Anderlecht) 

 

This last quote shows how poor communication can be with social workers, although 

the applicant is dealing with a health condition, in addition to huge financial problems: 

 

“I cannot pay my gas and electricity bills” I said. I showed everything and 

I added “the worst is I am no longer able to buy my drugs” […] the social 

worker looked at all the evidence and said: I cannot do anything for you. 

You have a house? Sell it! (Woman, 61, widow, owner of a house, living 

with her daughter and grand-son, Molenbeek) 

 

Social support 

The role of relatives in difficult situations seemed to have a significant impact on the 

ability to resist, sometimes protest and even survive in situations of great financial 

difficulties (which often go along with energy issues). The interviews also revealed the 

crucial importance of a dwelling in social life. 
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From the 20th of the month, even with my daughter’s income […] 

sometimes from the 12th of the month […] we have no more food. […] 

One day, my neighbour came, I don’t know how, and said “Madam, do you 

eat enough every day?” I swear it’s true. I said yes but... […] I started to 

cry. “Come with me” he said. He insisted and we went to the shop across 

the corner. He bought frozen fish, meat, potatoes, vegetables, […] for over 

€50. He brought everything in my house and I said “Sir, I cannot afford for 

this, I’m not able to repay you right now…” “Madam, do not repay, I don’t 

want it!” Do you imagine? I didn’t ask for anything…” (Woman, 61, 

widow, owner of a house, living with her daughter and grand-son, 

Molenbeek) 

 

This last quote is in direct contrast with the previous assessments of the same lady; she 

used some rough and racist terms during the interview when talking about her 

neighbourhood, but then showed great emotion and gratitude when talking about this 

particular life event where she received generous and unexpected help from her 

neighbour. This testifies to the fact that she is very attached to her neighbourhood, 

however not everybody can say the same: 

 

You know, when I went bankrupt… when everything’s okay you’ve got lots 

of friends. Once it’s turning bad, there is only a few left… almost zero. 

(Man, single father, 55, renter in a private dwelling, Uccle) 

 

This section will be concluded by the words of a lady who has already been quoted, 

who told a lot about the difficulty of keeping one's pride and taking back a little control 

over one’s life when depending on social help. She gave a very notable definition of 

what a dwelling actually is and why it is so important, well beyond the need for a roof 

over one’s head: 

 

The dwelling, it’s everything: it’s wellness, safety, rest. It’s the place 

where there is a connection among the family. And when you don’t have 

this anymore, where is your dignity? We always hear about human 
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dignity… where is ours? We are not respected. (Woman, divorced, over 

50, renter in a social dwelling, Anderlecht) 

 

 

Conclusion 

Energy poverty is an important issue in Belgium. Problems with energy bills and 

energy suppliers increase as energy prices grow, and this no longer affects only persons 

below the poverty line. Several organisations are seeking solutions, and this paper 

focused on energy units located in public social action centres and on energy advisors 

as new and important actors in this field. 

 

These first results show that information is necessary to understand some of the 

difficulties of both social workers and people in energy poverty trying to improve their 

situations. Indeed the complexity and rigidity of the regulations and the existing 

policies, accompanied by the number of different services available to help consumers, 

constitute a huge web of information which moves quickly and is difficult to navigate. 

 

The exploratory in-depth interviews have revealed that problems with access to energy 

can be linked to issues in physical and mental health, social life and social recognition. 

In fact, difficulties in paying energy bills often cause people to turn to social workers, 

who as was demonstrated, are not always viewed as sensitive, efficient or patient 

enough. There is sometimes a gap between the practical solutions proposed by social 

workers to handle a difficult situation and the needs of a beneficiary who wants to feel 

understood. Energy poverty appears to be a significant manifestation of a person’s 

vulnerability and often results in shame and self-withdrawal. It is then difficult for the 

social workers to gain the trust of those persons they call ‘users’. Finally, being 

deprived of the freedom of using a basic amount of energy can turn dwellings into less 

hospitable places. 

 

In terms of perspectives to go forward, we can suggest that education is very important 

and that it could be put to better use in order to familiarise people with: legal terms, the 

possible benefits of building renovation, and financial support in general. Initiatives 
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like the Vigilance Network should be encouraged because they help to share experience 

and knowledge, and provide support to social workers specialising in energy problems. 

The lack of centralisation of measures to tackle energy poverty has both positive and 

negative effects: it gives the possibility for public social action centres to be creative 

and flexible in their decision processes (for example, in providing financial help); but, 

on the other hand, it can also lead to confusion and it complicates the situation for the 

whole country, increasing the number of actors and interfaces. 
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