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Foreword 
There is no substitute for energy… it is not ‘just another commodity’, but the 

precondition of all commodities, a basic factor equally with air, water and earth.1 

 

This special fuel poverty edition of the Queen’s Political Review draws from a range of papers 

presented at the ‘Fuel Poverty Research Symposium’, held at Queen’s University Belfast on 

the 18th of July 2014. The symposium brought together postgraduates and early career 

researchers from across Europe to present and discuss fuel poverty research, with each 

presenter invited to submit a paper based on their presentations. I am delighted that so many of 

the presenters seized the opportunity – some were so keen that they submitted twice. The 

editing work fell mainly during summertime, making the editorial team’s efforts particularly 

commendable. The editors spared themselves the chance to enjoy the rare glimpses of sunshine 

in Belfast to ensure that this edition meets the journal’s high standards. A huge thank-you must 

go to the team for their work. 

This selection of seven articles showcases the important research which is currently being 

conducted on fuel poverty. It is a problem traditionally associated with the UK, but research 

on the topic is being steadily Europeanised – the articles by Victoria Pellicer, Pau Lillo and 

Anne Baudaux offer compelling evidence of similar problems in Spain and Belgium. The 

varied nature of fuel poverty research is striking; part of what makes it such an absorbing 

subject. A range of disciplinary backgrounds are represented here - from anthropology to 

geography to urban sustainability. Research methods are also diverse, with Ron Mould et al 

taking a quantitative approach to examine the limitations of the current definition of fuel 

poverty in relation to rural homes, whilst Felicity Davies and Anne Baudaux use interviews to 

intimately capture the often abject reality of the lives of the fuel poor. Theoretical concepts are 

increasingly applied in the subject: Kirsten Jenkins et al apply the emerging concept of energy 

justice to fuel poverty, Dean McBride examines how social capital may be harnessed to help 

promote the uptake of domestic thermal efficiency measures, and Pellicer and Lillo observe 

fuel poverty from a human development perspective. I hope that this edition will help to 

develop understanding, stimulate further research and lead towards solutions to the continuing 

problem of fuel poverty. 

Ben Christman (Lead Editor) 

                                                           
1 Schumacher, E. F. (1982) in Kirk, G. (ed.) Schumacher on Energy. London: Jonathan Cape, 1-2. 

http://blogs.qub.ac.uk/fuelpovertysymposium2014/
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Behind the Definition of Fuel Poverty: Understanding 

Differences between the Fuel Spend of Rural and 

Urban Homes 

RON MOULD, KEITH BAKER AND ROHINTON EMMANUEL1 

 

The fuel poor are those households that must spend more than 10% of 

their income to sustain a reasonable heating regime. The measures for 

fuel poverty in Scotland depend on a fuel spend for modelled energy use 

patterns, while England and Wales have adopted a relative measure of 

population medians. Neither measure describes the actual amount that 

low income homes spend on heating costs. Understanding the actual fuel 

use of low income households is important for focusing resources and 

designing localised energy projects.  This paper analyses real domestic 

fuel use of 447 households spread across rural and urban areas and 

income deciles in Scotland. The data illustrates a difference in spend 

between low income rural and urban households. The data used 

overcomes the difficulties in engaging low income households and 

experimental bias. 

 

Introduction 

It has recently been acknowledged that there is insufficient research on fuel poverty 

(Tirado Herrero 2012). How we define the fuel poor (Hills 2012) and how we identify 

them has been questioned (Fischbacher 2014; Moore 2012). Qualitative research has 

illustrated that poor households will limit their fuel use to reduce their bills, or 

alternatively burn fuel with no restraint until they are disconnected or switched to a 

prepayment meter and then self-disconnect (Brunner 2012). Nevertheless, there is 

insufficient evidence to describe the actual living conditions that the fuel poor 

                                                           
1 School of Engineering and the Built Environment, Glasgow Caledonian University. The corresponding 

author (Ron Mould) can be contacted at: ronald.mould@renfrewshire.gov.uk. The authors gratefully 

acknowledge the assistance of Renfrewshire Council, enabling access to the fuel bills used in this report. 

The financial support of Glasgow Caledonian University is also acknowledged for enabling this research. 
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experience (Majacen 2013; Brunner et al 2012; Moore 2012). Studies of domestic fuel 

use in the UK have tended to focus on middle income households (Baker 2007). This 

is because middle income households are more likely to engage in research and are less 

likely to lead chaotic lives. Low income households can be very difficult to engage and 

a lack of reliable, empirical data from this segment compromises our understanding 

(Dubois 2012) of the low income households’ actual behaviour with respect to fuel use. 

 

Background 

In the UK, various definitions of ‘fuel poverty’ were developed through the 1970s and 

1980s. However, the term was only formalised (and popularised) in the early 1990s by 

Brenda Boardman, in a PhD thesis later published as a book (Boardman 1991). 

Boardman identified fuel poverty as the situation where householders pay more than 

ten per cent of their incomes to heat their homes. Since Boardman’s definition was first 

proposed it has been subject to debate and further studies. This has resulted in a 

diversification of the actual definition and the development of additional terms 

(Boardman et al 2005; Boardman 2012; Moore 2012; Price et al 2012). 

 

There is currently no universal or European definition of fuel poverty. The level of 

deprivation, heating costs and heating requirements vary between states. The level and 

nature of micro level data also varies between different countries. So far investigations 

have relied on indirect measures and proxies to define the prevalence of fuel poverty 

(Healy 2002; Thomson 2013; Tirado Herrero 2010; Whyley 1997). In southern EU 

states cooling is as important as heating, and research in Greece has highlighted 

households unable to afford to cool their homes (Fokaides et al 2012). In the Baltic 

nations, it is not unusual for households to rely on additional heat sources (Tirado 

Herrero 2010). There is another aspect of fuel poverty in Eastern Bloc countries due to 

district heating systems installed under the former USSR programs. There, households 

can become trapped with an unaffordable heating bill, in poorly insulated buildings and 

a system with no controls (Tirado Herrero 2012). Some research has focused on the 

differences between modelled and actual energy use (Fokaides et al 2011; Majacen 

2013). Other researchers have highlighted the lack of scientific reasoning for choosing 

10 percent of income (Healy 2002). Boardman has also highlighted the failings of the 
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current definition to clearly define the group and in particular those that are considered 

vulnerable (Boardman 2010). 

 

Fuel poverty 

Fuel Poverty is influenced by three key drivers: fuel costs, housing conditions and 

household incomes.  Correlations have been illustrated using averaged or modelled 

results between income and fuel expenditure (Dresner and Ekins 2004; Druckman 

2008; Roberts 2008; White et al 2012). Behind the statistics on fuel poverty there is a 

significant portion of communities who live in abject poverty, in housing conditions 

many of us would not expect to find in developed countries (Green 2007; De Haro and 

Koslowski 2013). These are households at risk of being locked into a cycle of 

underachievement, ill health and unemployment. Many households are disenfranchised 

from their energy use through a lack of understanding of the systems and inability to 

operate their heating systems. Disenfranchisement from control has been identified as 

an alternative aspect of fuel poverty (Űrge-Vorsatz 2012). 

 

The responsibility for fuel poverty is devolved to the Scottish Government.2 Initially 

both the English, Welsh and Scottish governments adopted a similar definition for fuel 

poverty, however England has now adopted an alternative definition.3 In Scotland a 

fuel poor household is defined as one which: “needs to spend more than 10 per cent of 

its income on all household fuel use” (Scottish Government 2002). In Scotland the 

above definition was primarily reported with the inclusion of Housing Benefit and 

Income Support but was also reported excluding these benefits. The definition of a 

satisfactory heating regime is the one recommended by the World Health Organisation 

which is used by the UK Department of Environment and Climate Change (DECC). 

                                                           
2 The Scottish Government can set its own fuel poverty policy, but Scottish devolution means that in 

terms of the three causes of FP (energy prices, low incomes and energy efficiency of homes) the Scottish 

Parliament only has the power to regulate the energy efficiency of homes. Even in this area it is limited 

to taking measures on energy efficiency “other than by prohibition or regulation’ (Scotland Act 1998, 

schedule 5, part 2, head D, ‘Energy’). The regulation of the energy market, social security and 

employment remain ‘reserved matters’ over which the Scottish Parliament has no power (Scotland Act 

1998, schedule 5, part 2, heads D ‘Energy’, F ‘Social Security’ and H ‘Employment’ respectively). 
3 The Hills Report (Hills, 2012) defines Fuel Poverty as a relative state in relation to population medians. 

Under this definition a household is in fuel poverty where: they have required fuel costs that are above 

average (the national median level); and, were they to spend that amount they would be left with a 

residual income below the official poverty line (DECC 2013b). 
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The Scottish definition includes a further clarification of a satisfactory heating regime 

for householders. These definitions are: 

 

21° C in the living room and 18° C in other rooms for a period of 9 hours 

in every 24 (or 16 in 24 over the weekend); with two hours being in the 

morning and seven hours in the evening. 

 

Or for the elderly: 

 

23° C in the living room and 18° C in other rooms, to be achieved for 16 

hours in every 24 (Scottish Government 2002). 

 

Methods and Materials 

Data used for this report was made available from Renfrewshire Council, Scotland. The 

council area lies to the west of Glasgow City and is reported to have the lowest percent 

of its population in fuel poverty (Scottish Government 2012a). Its main urban and sub-

urban areas are continuous with Glasgow which lies to the east. Renfrewshire is 

dominated by its main town, Paisley. To the west of this there are relatively remote 

rural areas. Although Renfrewshire is reported to have the lowest percent of its 

population in fuel poverty it is also currently home to the most deprived area of multiple 

deprivation in Scotland and is ranked seventh for the percent of its area within the 0-

15% deprived areas out of thirty two local authorities in Scotland. Areas of multiple 

deprivation are reported in Scotland as Scottish Indices of Multiple Deprivation 

(SIMD). 

 

Detailed analysis is based on actual gas use data from Renfrewshire Council housing 

stock from October 2011 to June 2012. The data was collected from gas bills for the 

households with gas central heating (CH) and all other reasonable energy efficient 

interventions. New gas boilers are all A-rated combination boilers. All households had 

standard wet meters (as opposed to pre-payment meters). With no direct contact with 

the residents this data objectively documents the actual fuel use of households. When 

new gas services and gas CH are installed into Renfrewshire Council properties the gas 
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supply is initially under council ownership until it is transferred to the tenant. During 

the period between CH installation and the transfer of ownership to the tenants, 

Renfrewshire Council received bills for the gas used. These are new gas CH 

installations without gas cookers. When the new CH systems are installed they are set 

to deliver a heating pattern which meets the adequate heating regime used in the 

Scottish Government’s fuel poverty definition. The tenants are instructed on the control 

options for the entire system. Any variations in actual fuel spend therefore arise from 

the intervention by the householders. Over 1000 bills were collected. These bills 

include those based on estimated gas use and those from actual meter readings. Only 

the bills based on actual initial and subsequent meter readings were used in this report, 

reducing the population size to 447. All bills were from the same supplier and cover 

the period from 18 August 2011 to 26 June 2013. The bills were analysed in pounds 

per day. This is the metric to which the majority of households relate directly (Fell and 

King 2012). The data was collected from properties mostly in the lower SIMD deciles 

as is illustrated in Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1:  Sample size by SIMD deciles 
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Actual spend on heating of low income households 

It is clear that for each decile there is a wide variety of daily spends from individual 

households, but it is also apparent from Figure 2 and Figure 3 that as the value of the 

income deciles increases the average spend of those deciles also increases. There 

appears to be a straight line relationship which is endorsed by the analysis of the fit of 

the data to y=0.0876x+1.3307 which generates r2=0.6118.4 Since a value of r2 above 

0.3 is considered to be a good indicator of a correlation, the conclusion from this data 

and analysis is that there is a good correlation between spend and income. Druckman 

(2008) reported a correlation between gas use and household income based on 

modelled data of r2=0.25, p<0.01. Dresner and Etkins (2004) also reported a weaker 

correlation of r2=0.171, from an analysis of the English House Condition Survey and 

1999-2000 Family Expenditure Survey. The national data for England and Wales 

reported by DECC produces a stronger correlation of r2=0.8857. The data used in this 

report shows a much higher correlation of fuel spend to income decile than these 

previous studies but below the DECC figures. 

 

  

                                                           
4 r2 is a measure of the goodness of fit of the actual data to a specified relationship between the factors 

examined. The value varies between 0 and 1.0 and the closer r2 is to 1 the better the data fits the proposed 

relationship. 
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Figure 2: Box plot: daily spend on fuel by income decile 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: SIMD against average fuel spend on heating 
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The very low fuel use of the lower SIMD decile households may also be a manifestation 

of those that ‘feel fuel poor’ as identified by Price (2012). That is those householders 

that perceive that they cannot afford the cost of heating their homes whether or not they 

are in actual fuel poverty. Therefore their self-imposed rationing is a response to how 

they perceive their own financial wellbeing. 

 

Rural and Urban Fuel Poverty  

The data was studied by geographic distribution using postcode class levels. PA1 to 

PA9 are predominately urban postcodes and defined by the Scottish Government as 

large urban areas (Scottish Government 2012b). PA10 to PA12 are predominately 

rural, classified by the Scottish Government as Accessible Rural and Remote Rural 

(2012b). The sample sizes were too small to provide reliable data for individual deciles 

in the different categories; therefore they were summed in bins of three deciles.5 The 

difference between average spend for rural and urban areas is shown in Figure 5 where 

it is apparent that the average spend for rural low income households differs from urban 

low income households. 

 

Figure 4:  Average daily fuel spend for postcodes 

 

 

 
 

                                                           
5 Bins are bands within which data can be grouped when sample sizes are too small.  
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Figure 5: Average spend by decile bins 

 

 

 

Since the data presented here was collected free from any influence on the householders 

it gives a highly accurate reflection of the gas use of low income households. It is 

assumed that the low income households in the sample are representative of the broad 

category. The differences between average rural and urban fuel spend were subject to 

a standard parametric statistical analysis in order to test if there was a statistically 

significant difference between the subpopulations.6 

  

                                                           
6 The t-test undertaken in this analysis examines the average daily spends of the groups against each 

other and whether the differences are sufficient to conclude that they are different sub-populations. 
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Table 1:  T-test analysis showing urban and rural spend on heating is equal 

 

T test analysis 

 
Ho: μurban₌μrural 

 
Assuming equal differences Assuming unequal differences 

  Urban Rural Urban Rural 

Mean 1.8548 2.9723 1.8548 2.9723 

Variance 6.2202 10.9308 6.2202 10.9308 

Observations 402 45 402 45 

Pooled Variance 6.6860 
   

Hypothesized Mean Difference 0 
 

0 
 

Df 445 
 

50 
 

t Stat -2.7493 
 

-2.1984 
 

P(T<=t) one-tail 0.0031 
 

0.0163 
 

t Critical one-tail 1.6483 
 

1.6759 
 

P(T<=t) two-tail 0.0062 
 

0.0326 
 

t Critical two-tail 1.9653 
 

2.0086 
 

 

 

The analysis disproves the null hypothesis that the amount spent on fuel in designated 

rural and urban areas is equal. P values assuming equal difference (P = 0.0062) and 

unequal differences (P = 0.0326) are both indicative of a statistically significant 
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difference.7 The average spend of urban properties (£1.85 per day) is close to that of 

the UK average (£1.84 per day, DECC 2013). 

 

Implications 

Policy implications 

This research has three main policy implications. The first and primary policy 

implication of the previous section is the unsuitability of SIMD as a proxy for fuel 

poverty.8 SIMD tends to emphasise urban fuel poverty while rural fuel poverty is 

poorly captured, thus SIMD as a proxy for fuel poverty focuses investment in urban 

areas. It is undeniable that there are many urban fuel poor who are in direct need of any 

intervention possible. However, a focus on urban areas results in a neglect of the rural 

fuel poor. The money spent on urban areas is done at the expense of potential spend in 

rural areas where, as demonstrated, there are proportionally more fuel poor. Rural fuel 

poverty is harder to tackle since densities of rural fuel poverty are low (due to low 

housing density). The present authors have witnessed examples of rural homes which 

are in extreme fuel poverty but where the tenants maintain the exterior appearance of 

the properties. This may be an attempt to retain respect within tight-knit communities 

and to sustain a degree of dignity (Green 2007). This leads to deprivation for off-gas, 

low income, hard to heat homes in the countryside which are failed by current policies, 

as they are too difficult to address. 

 

The second policy implication is that there is a higher fuel spend per housing unit in 

rural than urban areas. There may be multiple reasons for this, but it was demonstrated 

that the peri-urban properties form a continuous distribution with the spend from urban 

and rural properties. This would suggest that geographical location and exposure may 

be a primary factor. However, this would require further detailed investigations into 

these and other potentially influencing factors. 

                                                           
7 P values are a measure of the probability of the null hypothesis being true, that is that there is no 

difference between the two populations.  The smaller the value the less likely the null hypothesis is true.  

Standard practice is p≤0.05 statistically significant and p≤0.01 is highly significant.      
8 The SIMD 0-15% band is used as a qualifying criterion for most projects which are aimed at addressing 

fuel poverty, for example ECO.  As such it is used as a proxy for fuel poverty.  The assumption is that 

these projects target the fuel poor based on that metric however poor SIMD tend to be concentrated in 

urban areas while rural areas are reported to have a higher portion of their populations in fuel poverty. 
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Furthermore, given our findings of low actual fuel use, it appears that there is very little 

carbon to be saved from the fuel poor. As illustrated here (especially Figure 5) and by 

Roberts (2008) the carbon density of households has a strong correlation to their SIMD 

decile rank. Since much of the fuel poverty eradication policies have a co-aim of carbon 

reduction, programmes that are not evenly spread across the SIMD deciles may not 

achieve the carbon savings they claim to make. An emphasis on low income households 

and poor performing SIMD deciles concentrates efforts in the homes where the least 

carbon is available to be saved. Efforts to maximise carbon savings should be focused 

on the upper SIMD deciles only. 

 

Social and health implications 

Under-heating in low income households (as shown above) means that many 

households are living in conditions which are detrimental to their health and wellbeing. 

The lack of heating will result in a build-up of mould which has been demonstrated to 

have a close response relationship with asthma (Norbäck et al 2013). Additional health 

impacts (cardio-pulmonary diseases, mental health, osteo and rheumatoid arthritis) 

have also been associated with or identified as exacerbated by poor housing conditions. 

Poor housing conditions and the inability to afford to maintain adequate heating 

regimes create a financial burden on the health and social welfare services. Current 

policies are failing to direct adequate resources toward the fuel poor through the design 

of the qualifying criteria - especially in rural areas. 

 

Poorly heated properties are subject to a build-up of internal moisture resulting in 

condensation as well as being more prone to water ingress, especially solid wall 

properties with no vapour barriers. The build-up of moisture within the structure of a 

building will result in its slow degradation and potentially the development of wet rot 

within the woodwork. The most immediate elements that will suffer damage are the 

windows, where water is most likely to condense, along with kitchen and bathroom 

units where air flow is restricted. For the socially rented sector, this results in properties 

requiring major refits once they have become void. This has a direct financial impact 

on the landlords and an indirect impact by increasing the time that the properties remain 

unrented while refurbishment takes place. Only a policy aimed at delivering affordable 
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warmth standards would have any impact on this situation. The current policy emphasis 

on insulation upgrades and fuel switch to gas does not deliver affordable warmth 

standards and is therefore failing to address the core problem. Any programme which 

aims to provide affordable warmth will be significantly more expensive than existing 

programmes.9 

 

Conclusion 

Low income households are severely limiting their fuel use. This has significant 

impacts on the cost burden to society through the householders’ compromised health 

and wellbeing, and the degradation of the quality of the housing stock. The restrictions 

in fuel use also demonstrate that the carbon emissions from low income households are 

significantly below the population average and any modelled predictions. As a result 

existing energy efficiency programmes are overstating the carbon savings they achieve. 

Fuel poverty is proportionately more significant in rural areas but fuel poverty 

programmes are failing to meet their needs as they focus efforts on urban areas where 

fuel poverty is more concentrated. Even when the same fuels are used the actual spend 

in rural properties is higher than in comparable urban homes. Unless these differences 

are taken into consideration when designing fuel poverty programmes the Scottish 

target of eliminating fuel poverty by 2016 will remain unattainable. There is a need for 

further research to define the differences between rural and urban fuel spend. 
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Analysing the Influence of the Energy Model on Fuel 

Poverty and the Role of Citizenship Mobilisation: A 

Case Study of the Platform for a New Energy Model in 

Spain 

PAU LILLO AND VICTORIA PELLICER1 

 

Fuel Poverty (FP) is increasing throughout Spain. This growth has been 

caused not only by the general economic crisis, but also by the current 

national energy model. Examples of this include: the domination of the 

energy market by an oligopoly; the complexity and limited competitiveness 

of energy regulations; the restriction of renewable energies and the 

revolving door between the Government and energy companies. The 

current national energy model has also contributed to the strong negative 

impact on FP through the creation of tariff increases; an absence of public 

plans to reduce energy poverty; a lack of access to credits to improve 

energy efficiency; heavy usage of environmentally unsound fuels and 

devices and social illiteracy regarding energy issues. In this context, as a 

result of social mobilisation, the Platform for a New Energy Model 

(PNEM) was created, aimed at establishing networks to construct an 

informed and critical society, and to influence the Spanish Government to 

change its energy model. Since the creation of PNEM, FP has been 

increasingly analysed and debated in the media and hundreds of actions 

have been performed. This article reflects upon the influence of the Spanish 

Energy Model over FP and the role of citizenship to change it. 

                                                           
1 Pau Lillo is a PhD student at the Local Development and International Cooperation Programme, 

Universitat Politècnica de València, Camino de Vera s/n, Valencia, Spain. He is analysing renewable 

energy projects from the Human and Sustainable Development approaches. He can be contacted at:  

palilrod@gmail.com. Victoria Pellicer is a PhD student at the Local Development and Cooperation 

Programme at Universitat Politècnica de València, Spain. She is investigating fuel poverty 

conceptualisation, processes and policies from the human development approach. She can be contacted 

at: vicpelsi@dpi.upv.es. 
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Introduction 

At present, fuel poverty (FP) is not addressed by the Spanish Government in its laws 

or policies. For the purposes of this article FP is understood to be the inability of 

households to maintain a comfortable temperature. It refers to those households which 

need to spend more than 10% of their income on maintaining an adequate level of 

energy services (heat, light and appliances) in the home (Tirado et al 2014). This article 

will argue that FP should be recognised and addressed by the Spanish Government as 

it has both human and environmental impacts. These include negative impacts on 

physical and mental health, excess winter deaths and increased CO2 emissions (Liddell 

and Morris 2010; GFA 2013). 

 

Despite the Spanish Government’s failure to acknowledge FP, there are statistics to 

suggest that FP is increasing throughout the Spanish state (Tirado et al 2012). The first 

full analysis of statistics concerning FP in Spain show that during 2012, more than 

seven million people spent more than 10% of their monthly income on energy 

expenses; and, approximately four million people affirmed that they could not maintain 

their households at a comfortable temperature (Tirado et al 2014: 9). This represented 

increases of 34% and 19% of the population respectively, who are concerned about 

these two issues since 2010 (Tirado et al 2012: 40). Consequently, this article questions 

the Spanish Government’s failure to recognise FP as a specific problem, including the 

failure of the state to introduce laws or policies aimed at addressing this issue. 

 

One of the main challenges, which has resulted in the high levels of FP, is the constant 

energy price increases (See Figures 3 and 4). As a result, social mobilisation has 

emerged and a large number of citizens and institutions are demanding an urgent shift 

towards a more just and democratic energy model. Among these stakeholders, the 

Platform for a New Energy Model (PNEM)2 can be considered as one of the most 

important, as it has had great success in this process. The PNEM understands FP as a 

violation of the rights of citizens; and it argues that the main cause of this phenomenon 

lies in the increase in energy prices, thus directly pointing to the Spanish Government 

                                                           
2 See ‘The PNEM: A Critical View from Citizenship’ sub-section below. 
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and large companies as responsible for this problem. These ideas can be reflected in 

statements such as: 

 

"[n]ow we cry together because FP freezes our consciousness, because 

energy is a fundamental right, because this winter millions of families 

cannot turn the heating, cooking or lights on, because oligopoly’s greed 

has increased and so did the electricity bill, because unemployment is 

rampant, wages decrease and their desire to take everything and everyone 

over responds to an unlimited and irrational bulimia… Everybody against 

FP and its originators: energy oligopoly and the Spanish Government" 

(PNEM, 2014a)  

 

FP is a complex issue. This article aims to contribute to the ongoing discussion by 

analysing the major relationship between the Spanish Energy Model (SEM) and FP, 

with a view to understanding the reasons why social mobilisation has recently increased 

and to identify the main issues that should be addressed to reduce FP in Spain.  

 

Spanish Background 

FP is widely understood as a consequence of three main causes. These are low income, 

poor energy efficiency and high energy prices (BERR 2001: 6; Boardman 1991: 291). 

The subsections below present the general data regarding these three causes at the 

national level in Spain. 

 

Incomes 

Figures 1 and 2 show the evolution of the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita 

and the Gini coefficient3 in the selected countries. Spain’s GDP per capita decreased 

by 7.2% between 2008 and 2012, and the Gini coefficient increased by 9.7% in the 

same period (becoming the second highest in the European Union in 2012). Taking into 

account these two parameters, it can be affirmed that the economic crisis has had a 

greater negative impact on working and lower-middle class people in Spain, who are 

                                                           
3 This coefficient is a measure of statistical dispersion intended to represent the income distribution of a 

nation's residents. A higher Gini coefficient equates to a less equal society in terms of income. 
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the most vulnerable to FP (See for example Ruel et al 2010; Marmot Review Team 

2011: 19). 

 

Figure 1: GDP per capita in purchasing power standards (PPS) with respect to the 

EU28 average. Source: World Bank 2014. 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Gini coefficient of equalised disposable income. Source: Eurostat 2014. 
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Energy Prices 

The price of energy has substantially increased in the last decade, as is shown in Figures 

3 and 4.4 The Spanish Energy Sector was liberalised in 1997 when Law 54/19975 was 

passed, and since then prices have been set by the market. This means that the Energy 

National Commission (ENC) stopped monitoring the costs of energy production 

because it was thought that a liberalised market would set efficient prices; however, 

this has not been the case. 

 

Figure 3: Electricity prices for household consumers in the European Union. Source: 

Eurostat 2014. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
4Germany, Italy, Ireland, United Kingdom, France and the EU28 average data are presented to allow a 

comparison with Spain. 
5 Law 54/1997, 27th November, ‘Del Sector Eléctrico’ (Published on the Official Spanish Bulletin no. 

285, on 28th November 1997. 
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Figure 4: Gas prices for household consumers in the European Union. Source: 

Eurostat 2014. 
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6 Real Decreto 2429/1979, 6th July, in order to approve basic norm of constructions NBE-CT-79, about 

thermic conditions of buildings. 
7 Real Decreto 314/2006, 17th March, in order to approve the Technical Code of Construction. 
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to assist with energy saving and the reduction of emissions (Dalle et al 2010: 125; 

WWF 2010: 52; Cuchí and Sweatman 2011: 6). 

 

The Spanish Energy Model and its Impact on Fuel Poverty 

According to data released in May 2013 by the Association of Renewable Energy 

Producers (APPA); 95% of Spain’s electricity, 99.7% of the distribution and 79.5% of 

the commercialisation is generated by five companies (AEA 2013). This means that 

the Spanish energy sector is an oligopoly.8 This situation gives these companies great 

power to control prices, either to push the prices up to increase benefits or to pull them 

down to throw out competitors. Furthermore, these five companies were fined 61 

million euros by the Competence National Commission (CNC) in 2011 for impeding 

users from a free change of energy distributor and fixing energy prices (Carcar 2011).  

 

In addition to this, energy regulations are extremely complex. It might be suggested 

that this is an instrument in and of itself to limit competitiveness: it is very difficult and 

expensive for new companies to enter the Spanish energy market, and challenging for 

users to perfectly understand this market and make decisions regarding the best energy 

provider. In assessing the available information it can be deduced that, since 

competitiveness is very weak and the market’s capacity to fix prices is inefficient, 

differences between prices and costs can be huge. This is especially controversial as 

the tariff deficit9 has been increasing since 2002, when the Real Decreto 1432/200210 

was approved, establishing that the energy prices could not increase more than 

inflation. This meant that any larger increase in energy prices would be considered a 

debt and, as energy prices have greatly increased, this debt increased to over €28 billion 

by the end of 2012 (Fabra and Fabra 2012: 1).  Since the interests of this debt are being 

added to the electricity tariff in the race for economic sustainability in the electricity 

system, this is having a big impact on the energy tariff increase. However, as energy 

                                                           
8An oligopoly is a market form in which a market or industry is dominated by a small number of sellers. 
9 The debt the Government assumes with energy companies because domestic tariffs are lower than real 

market tariff, as imposed by the Government in 2002. 
10 Real Decreto 1432/2002, 27th December, in order to establish the methodology for the approval or 

modification of electricity tariffs. 
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costs are not audited and energy prices are not efficiently established, many experts 

claim that this debt is unfair (Barcia 2014). 

 

Furthermore, Spanish civil society claims that the five companies constitute a lobby 

that has great influence on the Spanish Government’s laws and regulations (Amigos de 

la Tierra n.d.; Carcar 2014; Ortiz 2014). The revolving door between energy companies 

and the Government is common practice. The newspaper, El Mundo, reported in 

February 2014 that forty-three senior politicians were hired by energy companies after 

leaving politics (Gonzalo 2014). This provides an example of how the entrenchment of 

companies’ power to influence Government decisions for their own benefits stiffens 

the energy system against transformations that might negatively affect energy 

companies. 

 

The Spanish electricity system is also oversized. While the demand for electricity 

decreased by 1.1% between 2005 and 2012, the peninsular installed capacity has 

increased by 38.1%; and 46.9% of that growth is due to Combined Cycle Gas Turbines 

(CCGT). In fact, the Spanish CCGTs worked at an average load factor of 0.13 in 2013 

(Sedagas 2014) because of the excess of installed generation capacity in the country.  

 

Figure 5 shows the evolution of peninsular installed capacity and the evolution of 

electrical energy consumption. As shown, Spain has relied on fossil fuels to increase 

installed capacity, which is concerning considering that the peak11 in oil and gas 

extraction is about to be reached (Legget and Ball 2012: 611; García-Olivares and 

Ballabrera-Poy 2014: 4); and, fossil fuel prices are expected to increase in the coming 

years (Solé 2014). Moreover, as there is a surplus of installed generating capacity, the 

CCGT are generating at low load factors, which means a huge decrease in corporations’ 

incomes. However, a new tax called ‘payment for capacity’ was introduced in 2013 to 

pay power plants to be ready to generate electricity if needed. The Government has 

earmarked €7.5 billion (which amounts to approximately €750 per family for the next 

                                                           
11 The peak is the moment when the maximum rate of petroleum or gas extraction is reached. 
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decade) for this purpose. It is contended that the statistics show this expense might not 

be necessary as the installed capacity is very high and the supply is safe. 

 

Figure 5: Peninsular installed power and average hourly power demand for maximum 

peak. Source: Red Eléctrica Española 2014. 
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new taxes on the value of electricity production, and the Law 2/201312 removes the 

economic incentives of the Special Regime (RE and cogeneration). This regulatory 

framework has made investors stop promoting new RE systems and the result has been 

that, while Spain saw $2.9 billion (approximately €2.255 billion)13 worth of investment 

in RE in 2012, this is an investment decrease of 69% with respect to 2011 levels and 

the lowest figure for at least eight years (BNEF 2013: 25). Consequently, as 

summarised in Table 1, there are a number of major issues that must be addressed and 

improved to reduce FP levels in Spain. These include competitiveness, regulations, 

tariff deficit, vulnerability against energy lobbies and the promotion of RE. 

 

The Appearance of Social Mobilisation: The Platform for a New Energy Model 

Table 1 shows the need for an urgent shift towards a more just and democratic energy 

model in a context of economic, financial and social crisis, since the constant energy 

price rises have led to very high levels of FP (BERR 2001: 6; Boardman 1991: 291). 

Although some European Directives (for example, 2009/72/CE14, 2009/73/CE15, 

2010/31/CE16 or 2012/27/UE17)  include certain obligations to tackle FP, it is still not 

recognised by the Spanish Government and, as the statistics show, Spanish energy 

policies have proven ineffective in addressing this problem.  

 

Hence, citizenship and the so called 'third sector' (NGOs, social services, mobilised 

citizens, social institutions, energy cooperatives, etc.) have led the process to change 

the perception held by many members of the public about Spain’s current energy model 

and to demand reform. 

                                                           
12 Real Decreto Ley 2/2013, 1st February, about urgent measures in the electricity system and financial 

sector. 
13 This figure uses the yearly average exchange rate in 2012. 
14 Directive 2009/72/CE of the European Parliament and of the Council of 13 July 2009 concerning 

common rules for the internal market in electricity and repealing Directive 2003/54/EC. 
15 Directive 2009/73/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council of 13 July 2009 concerning 

common rules for the internal market in natural gas and repealing Directive 2003/55/EC. 
16 Directive 2010/31/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 19 May 2010 on the energy 

performance of buildings. 
17 Directive 2012/27/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 25 October 2012 on energy 

efficiency, amending Directives 2009/125/EC and 2010/30/EU and repealing Directives 2004/8/EC and 

2006/32/EC Text with EEA relevance. 
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Table 1: Summary of the major impacts of the Spanish energy model on fuel poverty. 

Source: Personal compilation. 

 

Characteristics of 

the Spanish 

Energy Model 

Indirect impacts Impacts on Fuel Poverty 

Oligopoly/lack of 

competitiveness 

Ineffective mechanisms to 

fix energy prices 
Energy prices increase 

Complex energy 

regulations 

Customers’ energy illiteracy 
Inability to choose proper 

offers 

Difficulties for new 

companies to get into the 

Spanish energy market 

Energy prices increase due to 

lack of competitiveness 

Tariff deficit 
Lack of financial 

sustainability 

Energy prices increase due to 

debt’s interests 

Energy companies 

constitute a 

powerful lobby 

Governments might be 

influenced when defining 

laws and regulations 

Difficulties for social mass to 

influence the Government to 

define laws and regulations 

that mostly benefit fuel poor 

people 

Energy prices increase due to 

inefficient taxes 

Renewable 

Energies are 

restricted 

Dependence on fossil fuels Energy prices increase 

Reduction of jobs 
Fewer possible working 

opportunities 

Energy distribution costs 

increase 
Energy prices increase 
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The PNEM: A Critical View from Citizenship 

The most representative stakeholder in this process of mobilisation is the Platform for 

a New Energy Model, which currently consists of 315 institutions and 2,604 citizens, 

including: environmental organisations, trade unions, political parties, social 

organisations and mobilised citizens. It was created in 2012, aimed at establishing 

networks to construct an informed and critical society and to influence the Spanish 

Government to change the energy model.  

 

The Platform proposes a new energy model on the basis of four main pillars (PNEM 

n.d.): 

 

Savings: The main strategy to manage energy should seek to eliminate all unnecessary 

consumption. This has to do not only with electricity, but also with establishing plans 

to refurbish residential buildings, improving transport mechanisms, and reducing 

people’s perceived needs. The economy should be structured to fight energy waste. 

 

Renewable Energy: Renewable energy should displace environmentally unsound 

technologies18 as soon as possible in accordance with environmental, economic and 

social standards. The introduction of renewable energy must be gradual, but expansive. 

 

Efficiency: Managing energy efficiently means readjusting consumption habits and 

using technologies which automatically optimise the best possible use of energy at 

every moment.  

 

Sovereignty: This means favouring individual independence through self-supply, as 

well as giving preference to medium-sized renewable energy plants tied to local 

consumption. Sovereignty also means education and information, as well as democratic 

decision-making about which energy model to choose in local and regional spheres. 

 

                                                           
18 Environmentally unsound technologies include the use of gas, coal and nuclear as energy sources. 
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Even though FP is not mentioned explicitly in the PNEM’s strategy, it is transversally 

considered as all the aforementioned proposals would contribute strongly to the 

reduction of FP in Spain. 

 

Main Milestones Reached by the PNEM: Problem Visibility and Changes in Socio-

Political Spheres 

The PNEM believes that only with an informed and critical citizenry is it possible to 

“break the steel bonds of Government and the big power companies” (PNEM n.d.). 

Thus, it has focused on informing and mobilising Spanish society, as well as 

introducing the energy issue into the policy and media agendas. As a result, FP is no 

longer ignored; and, even if it is still not a priority for the Government, it is becoming 

a visible issue. This increase in visibility is shown by the increase of FP related news 

reports which have appeared in the three main national newspapers in recent years (see 

Figure 6). 

 

Figure 6: Fuel Poverty related news reports in the three main national newspapers. 

Source: Personal compilation.19 

 

 

                                                           
19 Taken from news reports that include the words ‘fuel poverty’ in the title. 
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While it is true that social mobilisation has not been able to change the Government’s 

position on FP, the transformation of the social context and its critics toward the energy 

model has had a strong impact on political parties’ values and policies. For instance, in 

December 2013, fourteen political parties signed a Declaration committing them, once 

they have governance responsibilities, to repeal the Electricity Sector Reform and 

implement measures against FP, including creating a new energy model (PNEM 2013). 

Furthermore, on 20 May 2014, twenty political parties signed a Declaration committing 

them, once they have governance responsibilities, to prohibit fracking (PNEM 2014b). 

 

The PNEM has also had an impact on social culture. Public opinion and values are 

moving towards a more accountable and democratic model. 81% of Spaniards now 

think that RE should be prioritised in the next 30 years (TNS Political & Social 2013: 

101). Moreover, people’s attitudes are also changing as a result of an increasing 

awareness of energy-related issues. Due to being better informed about the energy 

tariffs and more aware of the benefits of RE and the need for new market stakeholders, 

energy cooperatives are increasing their number of customers and green energy 

demand is growing (MINETUR 2013).  

 

Moreover, the PNEM has contributed to a change in Spanish political culture. In 

addition to the aforementioned successes regarding political parties’ promises, the 

PNEM has successfully lobbied for new participatory processes for decision-making. 

One of its successes includes working with Joan Baldoví, a Deputy of the Spanish 

Parliament, to introduce electricity reform in October 2013. Figure 7 shows a timeline 

with the main milestones reached by the PNEM since its creation in 2012. Activities 

directly related to FP issues have been coloured orange and those related to the SEM 

have been coloured blue. 

 

Future Challenges and Recommendations for the PNEM 

While it is true that the PNEM has achieved great success in some aspects, there is still 

a long way to go, and there are many hurdles and difficulties to overcome. For instance, 

no major changes have been reached regarding the social capacity to control political 

representatives, there are no plans to address energy efficiency, and there is a lack of 
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promotion of investment in new RE systems. As such, there has been a dramatic 

increase in FP in Spain. 

 

Nevertheless, the PNEM’s strategies are well defined, as they address the main issues 

identified regarding the impacts of the Spanish Energy Model on FP. This article 

advocates that the PNEM should keep focusing on making FP visible. This includes 

continuing to generate an informed and critical public debate that enables the 

population to be aware of the energy reality and to be empowered to assert their rights; 

and to continue lobbying for the creation of new, participatory decision-making spaces 

with the aim of defining a new Energy Model that addresses FP. It is predicted that as 

these objectives are reached over time the PNEM’s demands (for example, specific 

plans to reduce FP, creating definitions in new laws and regulations that promote 

competitiveness and investment on RE, promoting improved efficiency and 

strengthened energy sovereignty) will have a stronger impact on public institutions and 

further changes will be achieved. 

 

Conclusion 

Fuel Poverty levels in Spain have increased in recent years. This has been due to the 

existing energy model: the lack of competitiveness, the complex energy regulation 

system, the tariff deficit, the powerful energy lobby, and restrictions on RE. Since the 

Spanish Government’s laws, regulations and policies have proven inefficient to change 

this situation, social mobilisation aimed at addressing these issues has emerged. The 

most important stakeholder in this process is the PNEM, which has achieved substantial 

success in changing the social and political culture regarding the Spanish Energy Model 

in the last two years. However, the PNEM’s objectives are still far from being fully 

realised and further work is needed. This article proposes that this work includes 

making FP visible, constructing a critical society and promoting participatory decision-

making processes. 
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Figure 7: Main milestones achieved by the PNEM. Source: Personal compilation. 
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A Broader Conceptualisation of Fuel Poverty: 

Contributions from the Human Development Approach 

VICTORIA PELLICER AND PAU LILLO1 

 

Fuel Poverty (FP) is commonly understood as the inability to afford the 

most basic levels of energy for adequate heating, cooking, lighting and use 

of appliances in the home. But, should this concept be limited to a lack of 

resources? What are the implications of being energy poor in terms of 

justice or freedom? What options that people value are being restricted? 

In order to answer these questions, the Human Development (HD) 

approach can be used; it understands development not only as an 

improvement of resources, but also as an expansion of people’s capabilities 

to choose the way they want to live. This article proposes a wider 

conceptualisation of FP on the basis of the HD approach, considering the 

following five development dimensions: Human Well-being and Security, 

Equity, Participation and Empowerment, Environmental Sustainability 

and Integrity regarding corruption. From this perspective, the impacts of 

FP on different social groups are analysed. This article is aimed at 

contributing to and promoting the debate surrounding the 

conceptualisation of FP in a wider framework, focusing on people’s 

freedoms. 

 

Introduction 

Fuel Poverty (FP) has historically been defined in the UK as “a household which needs 

to spend more than 10% of its income to maintain an adequate level of energy services 

(heat, light and appliances) in the home”, or as “the inability to afford adequate warmth 

because of the inefficiency of the home” (Boardman 1991: 219). The primary causes 

of fuel poverty are low incomes, high energy prices and energy-inefficient homes, and 
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it has both human and environmental impacts (impacts on physical health, mental 

health, increased CO2 emissions, excess winter deaths and others). However, this 

conceptualisation of FP is currently under debate, as it is considered that it does not 

reflect the full magnitude and complexity of the problem itself (Hills 2012: 38). In 

order to fill this gap, the Human Development (HD) approach can be used, since it 

understands poverty not only as a lack of resources but as a lack of freedom to achieve 

the life plans that a person has reason to value.  This article is aimed at contributing to 

and promoting the debate surrounding the conceptualisation of FP in a wider 

framework, from the perspective of the HD approach. It focuses on the Spanish case, 

where the FP conceptualisation is still under construction. Hence, it is considered a 

perfect opportunity to contribute to research on this topic. 

 

Fuel Poverty Case Study: Spain 

In Spain, FP levels have increased in recent years. In 2010, around five million people 

spent more than the ten per cent of their monthly incomes on energy expenses and 

around 3.5 million people affirmed they could not maintain their households at a 

comfortable temperature (Tirado, López, and Martín 2012: 40). In 2012, the number of 

people who suffered these problems, who will be referred to as fuel poor people in this 

article, increased to more than seven million and around four million respectively.  

However, the Government has not defined specific plans or strategies to tackle this 

problem. Instead, several proposals from different political parties to reduce FP have 

been recently rejected. The Government understands this increase in FP levels as a 

consequence of the general economic crisis in which Spain is embedded. It can be 

understood from their discourse that they believe FP will automatically disappear when 

the general economic situation improves.  

 

This discourse may be a consequence of the great influence that Spanish energy 

companies have on decision-making processes regarding the Spanish energy system. 

The Spanish energy market is controlled predominantly by five energy companies; 

according to data released in May 2013 by the Association of Renewable Energy 

Producers (APPA), “95% of the electricity generation in ordinary regime, 99.7% of the 

distribution and 79.5% of the commercialization are controlled by them. Hence, the 
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Spanish energy market is an oligopoly” (AEA 2013). Furthermore, the so-called 

‘revolving door’2 is a common practice, which stiffens the energy system against 

transformations that might negatively affect energy companies’ interests. In this 

context, citizens have reacted and social mobilisation has emerged. In the last two years 

there has been a significant increase in the number of individuals and institutions (for 

example NGOs, social services, mobilised citizens, social institutions and energy 

cooperatives) that are leading the process to construct an informed and active mass 

movement to demand a shift towards more just energy regulations and more 

accountable decision-making processes. Thus, FP is not a hidden problem for Spanish 

society any more. 

 

Theoretical Framework: Human Development Approach 

The concept of Human Development (HD) is considered as one of the main 

contributions to the debate on the development field (Dubois 2006: 53). It was coined 

for the first time by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP 1992: 18) 

but it has also been enriched by other important academic researchers’ work, such as: 

Chambers (2005); Sen (1979, 1990); Nussbaum (2000); Alkire and Foster (2009); and 

Deneulin and Shahani (2009).  From this paradigm, it is considered that economic 

growth does not have to be the main objective of a development intervention. Instead, 

it highlights the value of human capital. In this sense, the Human Development 

approach explicitly places the centre of the concept of development in the process of 

expanding people’s capabilities so that they can choose their way of life. From this 

logic, the concept of ‘capability’, proposed by the economist and Nobel Prize winner 

Amartya Sen, is understood as "the combination of freedoms or valuable options from 

which one can choose, so as to live a valuable life" (Sen 1998: 12). Therefore, the 

dominant development vision focused on the production of goods is replaced by 

another one focused on expanding people’s capabilities. 

 

This approach has been included in the Human Development Reports elaborated by the 

UNDP, which have been published yearly from 1990, and have been a reference in the 

                                                           
2 "Revolving door" is understood as the phenomenon whereby senior politicians are hired by energy 

companies after leaving politics. 
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current debate concerning development. In these reports, it is defended that 

development cannot be uniquely measured in terms of GDP per capita (as it is proposed 

in World Bank reports), directly linking development with economic growth. Instead, 

HD is defined from a wider perspective: 

 

Human development is much more than the rise or fall of national incomes. 

It is about creating an environment in which people can develop their full 

potential and lead productive, creative lives in accord with their needs and 

interests. (...) Development is thus about expanding the choices people 

have to lead lives that they value. (UNDP 2001: 9). 

 

The most common dimensions of the HD approach are those proposed by the UNDP, 

which are: 1) empowerment, understood as the expansion of the capabilities of people 

(real opportunities to find valuable ends) and participation; 2) the equitable distribution 

of basic skills; 3) sustainability, understood as the preservation of the same level of 

welfare for future generations, and 4) the security of people to enjoy their opportunities 

and achievements (Boni and Des Gasper 2011: 103). 

 

In this article the seven dimensions proposed by Penz, Drydrik and Bose (2011: 187) 

are used, as the authors consider them to comprise a more complete approach. These 

seven dimensions have come to frame debates concerning development over the past 

50 years. These dimensions affect how we may answer the question ‘what must 

development be, for it to be worthwhile?’. They are: 1) human well-being and security; 

2) equity; 3) participation and empowerment; 4) cultural freedom; 5) environmental 

sustainability; 6) human rights; 7) integrity regarding corruption. This list also implies 

seven ways in which development can go wrong: by damaging or failing to enhance 

human well-being or security, by being inequitable, by being disempowering, by 

diminishing cultural freedom, by being environmentally unsustainable, by failing to 

uphold or enhance human rights, or through corrupt practices (Penz, Drydrik and Bose 

2011: 188). The dimension related to ‘cultural freedom’ is not considered here, as the 

authors could not gather enough evidence to discuss how FP is affecting it. Moreover, 
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the human rights dimension is not reflected either, as the authors consider this 

dimension to be transversal in the analysis of the other dimensions. 

 

Methodology  

The current study is based on an interpretive epistemology which assumes that "reality 

cannot be observed but it has to be interpreted" (Corbeta 2003: 19). From this 

perspective, researchers had to be close to the situation in order to explore how FP 

affects those directly linked to the problem. 

 

Evidence has been obtained through different qualitative techniques. First, a wide 

literature review on the issue of FP has been done from different fields (using academic 

papers, public policies, interviews and news on media). Second, the participant 

observation technique has been employed, so as to "perceive the activities and people's 

relationships in the field study, using the five senses of the researcher" (Angrosino 

2012: 26). Third, semi-structured interviews have been carried out in order to explore 

how FP is affecting fuel poor people. Finally, the discourse analysis technique has been 

used on different documents, manifests, declarations or media interviews. Stakeholders 

involved in this investigation have been classified in four groups: fuel poor people who 

are suffering the problem; the Government, which is responsible for the definition of 

new policies; Spanish energy companies, which constitute the energy market; and 

social mobilisation, which has contributed to make FP visible. 

 

The analysis has been structured around the five HD dimensions explained above: 

Human well-being and security; equity; participation and empowerment; 

environmental sustainability; integrity regarding corruption. From these dimensions, it 

has been explored how different stakeholders understand, suffer, and tackle FP. 
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Figure 1: Qualitative techniques employed. 

 

  

 

Evidence 

Table 1 below shows how FP is perceived and understood by the four different 

stakeholders selected. The evidence is interpreted and analysed using the 

aforementioned five dimensions of the HD approach.
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Table 1: Evidence. 

 

 

Human Development 

Dimensions 
Fuel Poor People Government 

Main Energy 

Companies 

Active Citizenship and 

Social Mobilisation 

Human Well-being and 

Human security 

They suffer in terms of capabilities 

deprivations: inability to enjoy a 

dignified household; to live in 

community; to receive a proper 

education; not to feel 

embarrassment. 

Current policies are not focused on 

human well-being but on market 

logic. 

Energy is understood as a resource/ 

service, but not as a right. 

FP is understood as a violation of 

the rights of citizens. They are 

working to highlight less visible 

issues related to well-being 

(exclusion, embarrassment). 

Equity 
Heterogeneity of vulnerable 

groups and their own needs are not 

being considered. 

Social aids are not based on equity 

criteria. Fuel poor people have 

difficulties to access them. 

Tariffs do not consider equity 

criteria. 

Allusions to different vulnerable 

groups are included. 

Participation and 

Empowerment 
They are not participating in 

decision making processes. 

Top-down Policy processes do not 

provide opportunities for 

citizenship participation.  

There are no opportunities to 

debate and consider people’s 

opinions and needs in their 

strategies. 

They are demanding bottom-up 

policy processes. 

Environmental 

Sustainability 
Use of inefficient technologies. 

Energy policies are not being 

defined from an environmental 

sustainability perspective. 

Renewable energies are not being 

promoted. 

Explicit demands directly linked 

with environmental sustainability: 

energy savings, efficiency, 

renewable energies and energy 

sovereignty. 

Integrity Regarding 

Corruption 

They remain outside of the lobby 

process to denounce the 

“revolving door”. 

A large number of cases where senior politicians were hired by energy 

companies after leaving politics. 

They insistently denounce the cases 

of the revolving door between 

Government and principal energy 

companies. 
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Discussion and Recommendations 

The previous analysis shows how FP is currently affecting the four stakeholders 

considered in Spain, regarding how fuel poor people are suffering it, how the 

Government is tackling it, how the main energy companies are reacting and how social 

mobilisation is demanding and promoting changes. The evidence has been gathered 

and interpreted based upon the five Human Development dimensions selected.  As was 

explained above, regarding the way the HD approach understands poverty, the current 

FP definition can be considered narrow and limited, as it characterises FP solely in 

terms of temperature and income issues, but it does not include the lack of opportunities 

to live a dignified life in terms of mental health, physical health, eating, studying, etc. 

Some examples of this lack of opportunities are provided in the following discussion 

of the results using a multidimensional analysis of FP from a perspective focused on 

people's values. 

 

Human Well-Being and Security 

If FP is analysed from the  ‘human well-being and security’ dimension, it is shown that 

fuel poor people are suffering the problem in terms of capabilities deprivations that 

prevent people from living a life that they have reasons to value. Some of these 

deprivations are related to the capability to live a healthy life, which is reflected in the 

worsening of some chronic diseases or in the inability to be adequately nourished or to 

buy medicines, due to the fact that such a high proportion of their income has to be 

spent in energy services. Since it is difficult for them to have a healthy bodily integrity, 

they are unable to move freely from place to place, to play or to run. In the case of 

children, for example, it could be interpreted that one consequence of FP is that it does 

not enable a child to live the infancy that he or she wants to live. This is reinforced by 

the fact that children living in FP do not have the same opportunities to develop a proper 

formal education (at school or in the institute) since they are not able to study or do 

homework at night, due to the fact that they cannot use electricity as much as they need. 

 

Another example of these deprivations is the inability to live in a dignified home, as 

there are leaks and humidity stains on the walls, which contribute to building 

degradation, and people live in a dark atmosphere most of the time. This problem turns 
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into social exclusion, isolation, or feelings of embarrassment and humiliation when 

friends or family members are visiting them at home. This can be understood as the 

deprivation of the capability of affiliation, which is to live in a community or to be 

engaged in any form of social interaction. Social isolation is one of the main reasons 

why FP might be invisible in society. This invisibility is heightened for the middle 

class, whose members had never been considered as poor people before the economic 

crisis. In this context, it has been social mobilisation, which understands FP as a 

violation of citizens' rights, which has helped to highlight these less visible issues 

(exclusion, feelings of embarrassment and humiliation) related to the dimension of 

well-being and security. However, energy policies are not defined through this logic, 

since they are not focused on people's development but on economic market 

development. As mentioned above, the current Spanish Government has not still 

recognised the problem, since it considers the phenomenon to be one more sign of the 

current economic crisis in the country that will be solved once employment generation 

is activated. Hence, their efforts are not focused on the development of policies to 

alleviate FP, but rather on the promotion of employment. 

 

The five main energy companies do not consider FP as a problem itself, since they 

consider poverty to be a general issue which is not specifically caused by a lack of 

energy. In this sense, they understand energy as a resource to trade, but not as a right. 

They argue that they are offering a service, and their customers have to pay for it. 

Hence, they believe that the Government is the only institution responsible for watching 

over citizens’ welfare, and they fail to contribute to the alleviation of this problem as 

they are private companies which are solely aimed at maximising their own benefits. 

Nevertheless, energy companies should be engaged as important stakeholders in the 

fight against FP. Corporate responsibility should look for global human well-being, 

thus plans or strategies to alleviate FP should be implemented by these companies. 

 

Equity 

The interpretation of the situation through the ‘equity’ dimension enables us to affirm 

that the current conceptualisation of FP is inequitable, since heterogeneity of vulnerable 

groups and their own needs are not being considered. ‘Vulnerable groups’ is a 
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commonly used term to address mainly elderly, children and disabled people (Walker 

and Day 2012: 72). However, from an HD perspective, which is focused on individuals’ 

values, this association means that equity is not being considered, since each collective 

has some specific needs and values. Some allusions to different vulnerable groups are 

uniquely included in social mobilization discourses. 

 

Social aids promoted by the Government3 are not based on equity criteria either, and 

are specially thought to benefit people who are in a deep social exclusion situation. 

Thus, most fuel poor people have difficulties in accessing these aids, especially the 

middle class, who have recently begun to have problems paying their energy bills. 

Moreover, the energy tariff is not calculated from an equitable perspective, since it 

benefits users with higher consumption rates (who usually have high economic 

resources), but not fuel poor people who need discounts on energy prices more 

urgently. Hence, the Government should redefine the regulations for access to social 

benefits and the energy companies should establish fairer energy tariffs. If these 

changes occurred, FP rates would be substantially reduced. 

 

Participation and Empowerment 

Regarding the ‘participation and empowerment’ dimension, no evidence of open 

spaces for citizenship participation has been found. From the HD approach, this might 

be understood as a deprivation of the capability to control and effectively participate in 

political decision-making processes that affect one's life. In this context, social 

mobilisation is actively demanding bottom-up policy processes to define norms and 

regulations that take the opinion of the most vulnerable people into greater 

consideration through different actions.4 Fuel poor people, however, are not aware of 

this demand for spaces, since they are not experts on energy issues. In consequence, 

they are not participating in political processes. To overcome this barrier, an informed 

and critical mass movement should be constructed. Whether this informative role is 

                                                           
3 For example, an economic aid called “social bonus”, which consists on a discount on electric bills. 

However, this only applies to the following collectives: old age pensioners with low income; large 

families; and families with all their members unemployed (CNMC n.d.). 
4 Such as: demonstrations, manifestos, visits to representatives of all political parties, conferences, a TV 

documentary and signatures collections (Lillo and Pellicer 2014). 
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currently played by social mobilization, the Government should be deeply involved in 

this process. 

 

Environmental Sustainability 

The analysis from the ‘environmental sustainability’ dimension agrees with prior 

analyses (EPEE 2009; Ürge-Vorsatz and Tirado 2012: 1; Tirado et al 2014: 12) that FP 

has a direct impact on climate change. This is mainly due to the fact that fuel poor 

people tend to resort to the use of inefficient technologies for heating and lighting, such 

as coal or firewood.  Furthermore, energy policies that enhance environmental 

sustainability are not being promoted. For example, the promotion of renewable 

energies is being restricted by several laws approved in the last two years,5 and 

consequently the Spanish energy system remains dependent on fossil fuels. 

 

In this context, most of the demands of social mobilisation are directly linked with this 

dimension, and there is a strong argument that FP is a consequence of an unfair, 

inequitable and unsustainable energy model. Some changes, such as reducing the 

dependence on foreign fossil fuels or offering credits to encourage users to be energy 

generators through small-scale renewable energies, would greatly enhance 

environmental sustainability in Spain. 

 

Integrity Regarding Corruption 

Finally, in relation to the ‘integrity regarding corruption’ dimension, an indirect 

relationship between the problem of FP in Spain and integrity regarding corruption 

between the Spanish Government and the main energy companies has been identified. 

It has been demonstrated that there are a large number of cases (at least forty three have 

been identified) where senior politicians have been hired by energy companies after 

leaving politics (El Mundo 2014). This suggests that large energy companies constitute 

a lobby that has great influence on Government law and regulation. 

 

                                                           
5 Some exemples are: Real Decreto Ley 1/2012 declares an indefinite moratorium on new RE systems, 

the Law 15/2012 fixes new taxes on the value of electricity production, and the Real Decreto Ley 2/2013 

removes the economic incentives of the Special Regime (RE and cogeneration). This regulatory 

framework has made investors stop promoting new RE systems (Lillo and Pellicer 2014). 
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The price of energy has greatly increased in the last decade in Spain, and social 

mobilisation argues forcefully that this is the main cause of the substantial increase in 

FP levels in recent years. The Spanish Government and the big energy companies have 

been criticized as the institutions that are ultimately responsible for this problem. The 

revolving door between Government and principal energy companies has been 

seriously criticized, and demands have been made that the Government must not allow 

continuous increases in energy prices, which are perceived as unfair. However, no 

major changes have been identified, as policy definition processes are greatly 

influenced by the energy lobby. 

 

Conclusion 

This paper contributes to the conceptualisation of FP by providing more arguments and 

reasons that demonstrate the importance of the problem and how urgent it is for 

decision makers to define new policies and plans. In order to do this, the HD approach 

can be used as it provides enlightening elements of analysis with which to conceptualise 

the phenomenon and explicate the magnitude of the problem from a perspective 

focused on expanding people’s capabilities. It has been suggested that FP is part of a 

broader social and environmental injustice where people do not have the freedom to 

choose the life they want to live. As FP means a lack of opportunities to live a dignified 

life, it is proposed that the definition of FP should incorporate elements referring to 

issues like justice, rights, participation, equity and sustainability. Finally, it has been 

shown that there are different perceptions and interpretations of fuel poverty in Spain: 

fuel poor people suffer the problem in terms of capability deprivation, and they are 

usually not aware of their rights; active citizenship interprets the problem in terms of 

justice and rights; the Spanish Government considers FP as a consequence of the 

current Spanish economic crisis which will be solved once unemployment rates 

decrease; and energy companies understand this phenomenon from the logic of the 

market. 
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The Lived Experience of Fuel Poverty: A Retrofit Case 

Study in East London 

FELICITY DAVIES1 

 

With existing housing stock in the UK accounting for 24% of greenhouse 

gas emissions, the environmental impetus for energy efficient 

refurbishment (also known as retrofitting) is strong if the UK is to achieve 

reduction targets as outlined in the Climate Change Act 2008. While there 

are a number of social justifications for retrofitting, of which fuel poverty 

is one, these receive less focus in policy in comparison to the environmental 

drivers. These issues will be explored using a large scale retrofitting case 

study on social housing in East London. In spring 2014 an ECO-funded 

retrofit program on 1,300 hard-to-treat properties was carried out. 

Research from qualitative methods will be utilised to portray the lived 

experience of fuel poverty on residents. Social networks will also be 

discussed as a method for residents to employ in order to deal with cold 

and damp homes. Overall this article will argue there is a disconnection 

between environmental and social drivers, resulting in the reduced 

effectiveness of retrofitting for those in need. A more holistic approach to 

retrofitting is suggested to overcome these issues. 

 

Introduction 

Recently there has been a drive to increase levels of energy efficient refurbishment 

(also known as retrofitting) of existing housing. At the policy level this drive is 

reflected by the Green Deal and Energy Companies Obligation (ECO) initiatives, both 

of which are generally viewed as failing (Yeo et al 2014). Although the premise for the 

Green Deal and ECO is the need to reduce emissions in the housing sector, as part of 

                                                           
1 Felicity Davies is a second year PhD Student at the Centre for Urban Sustainability and Resilience, 

UCL. She can be contacted at: felicity.davies.12@ucl.ac.uk. With thanks to Dr Helena Titheridge and 

Dr Sarah Bell (Department of Civil, Environmental and Geomatic Engineering, University College 

London), and Chris Jofeh (Arup). This project has been sponsored by EPSRC and Arup. 

mailto:felicity.davies.12@ucl.ac.uk
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retrofitting, of which tackling fuel poverty is a crucial one. Refurbishment of existing 

housing also has associated health benefits and can be of value for communities as it 

gives an opportunity to retain cultural heritage. Collectively, the benefits of retrofitting 

are of greater impact on daily living and hold greater relevance at the community level 

than merely achieving the Government’s climate change agenda. 

 

Using a case study of a large scale retrofit in East London, this article will analyse 

qualitative data collected from interviews, surveys and observations to understand how 

these social and environmental drivers affect residents’ daily lives. Analysis will focus 

on lived experiences and social networks. Findings from this will be used to argue that 

the seeming disengagement between environmental drivers at the policy level and 

social drivers at the community level is detrimental for the wellbeing and effectiveness 

of retrofitting. A more holistic approach to retrofitting will be suggested to overcome 

these issues. 

 

Environmental Drivers 

The Climate Change Act 2008 established the UK’s objective to reduce greenhouse gas 

emissions by eighty per cent by 2050 (against a 1990 baseline), a target regarded as 

ambitious and requiring effort from all sectors (Bowen and Rydge 2011). Housing is 

an important component in meeting these targets; accounting for sixty-five per cent of 

total building emissions which in turn makes up thirty-seven per cent of all greenhouse 

gas emissions (Gault et al 2014). Tackling housing emissions falls into two separate 

categories: new build and existing. While both have associated issues the latter is more 

complicated. Recent improvements to Part L UK building regulations2 and calls for a 

zero carbon housing standard by 2016 will help reduce emissions from new build. This 

is already reflected in the overall Standard Assessment Procedure (SAP) improvements 

of the housing stock (DCLG 2011a). One might argue focusing on new build is 

sufficient in terms of improving emissions from residential buildings. However, a large 

proportion of existing housing is likely to be present in 2050. Current downward trends 

                                                           
2 Part L building regulations outline requirements regarding the conservation of fuel and power in 

buildings. L1A deals with new dwellings and L1B with existing dwellings. The most recent amendments 

came into effect between 2013 and 2014, they include improved energy efficiency standards. 
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in both demolition and new build (DCLG 2013) mean it is likely that between seventy 

and eighty per cent of the 2050 housing stock has already been completed (Ravetz 

2008; Boardman 2012). 

 

While environmental arguments for retrofitting housing seem straightforward, 

implementation is not. This difficulty was unforeseen by both the Labour and 

Conservative parties when they promised high levels of retrofitting before the last 

election (Jones and Mean 2009). The UCL Energy Institute estimates that while forty 

per cent of homes have received energy efficiency improvements, most have consisted 

of the easier to install measures (Hamilton et al 2014). This is compounded by a drop 

in all retrofit measures since 2012 with the exception of new boilers (Gault et al 2014). 

The Government’s current solutions for the problem of poor uptake are the Green Deal 

and ECO, launched in 2013. The Green Deal provides a financial package for 

homeowners. Working alongside this is the ECO, aiming to assist installation of energy 

efficiency measures in low-income households and areas with hard to treat properties. 

ECO is the likely avenue for social housing providers and local authorities seeking 

funding for retrofit projects (Preston et al 2014). 

 

Social Drivers 

Aside from environmental obligations, improving the energy efficiency of housing has 

been shown to have a number of positive social benefits. First, there are improvements 

to physical and mental health noted in both the fuel poverty and regeneration 

discourses. From a fuel poverty perspective, improving energy efficiency of housing 

can help those in need (Preston et al 2014) while also improving health (Maidment et 

al 2014), particularly mental health (Liddell and Morris 2010; Gilbertson and Green 

2008; Howden-Chapman and Chapman 2012; Critchley et al 2007). Similar health 

benefits are discussed in the housing regeneration literature, although the evidence base 

is limited due to the variance between studies. The Cochrane Review on housing 

improvements for health confirmed a link between energy efficiency refurbishment and 

improved health (Thomson et al 2013). In terms of mental health, an improved life 

outlook has also been reported with some linking this to an increased motivation to quit 

smoking (Bond et al 2013). These health improvements can induce financial benefits 
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for public health providers: a recent Building Research Establishment study found that 

homes in London with at least a category 1 health and safety hazard cost the NHS £56 

million a year (Garrett et al 2014).3 Second, warmer homes have been associated with 

improvements in social relationships (Thomson et al 2013) and improved trust within 

communities (Walker 2008). Third, refurbishment is valuable for communities as it 

provides an alternative to demolition (Power 2008) and can be important in terms of 

community engagement and empowerment (Mason et al 2012; Lawson and Egan 2012; 

Bowie et al 2005) while also reducing health inequalities (Marmot 2010). Collectively 

these benefits represent the social drivers for retrofitting, independent from the 2050 

climate change objectives. 

 

Adopting this social approach towards retrofitting is an emerging area of research; one 

of the most notable studies is the High Rise Hope Report in which residents were 

interviewed in depth about their experiences of a tower block retrofitting scheme in 

West London (Bates et al 2012). The recently emerging ‘social-technical’ approach to 

retrofitting also moves in this direction, acknowledging a more holistic understanding 

of how people use their homes that relies on personal experience and cultural 

understandings (Tweed 2013; Karvonen 2013; Chiu et al 2014). Community-based 

retrofitting is also gaining increased interest (Gupta et al 2014) with the University of 

Keele setting up the Reducing Energy Consumption through Community Knowledge 

Network (RECCKN). This social approach to retrofitting initiated the exploration of 

this case study and underpins the methodology. 

 

Case Study  

The case study is located in East London in the borough of Tower Hamlets. Fuel 

poverty is prevalent in this borough along with more general deprivation – it is one of 

the six most deprived boroughs in the UK (DCLG 2011b). The large scale retrofitting 

project involves an area of social housing managed by a housing association. Between 

January and March 2014 approximately 1300 dwellings were retrofitted across 45 

                                                           
3 The same report has also calculated the wider cost to society of living with poor housing in London as 

£140 million per year. This accounts for factors such as sick days and educational achievement (Garrett 

et al 2014). 
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housing blocks. Blocks were a mixture of medium rise (4-6 floors) and high rise (11 

storeys) with most constructed in the 1960s or 1970s with hard to treat cavity walls. 

The intervention sought to improve the fabric of these blocks via injected bead 

insulation – a technique requiring minimum disturbance to residents as the beads can 

be installed from the outside. The ECO brokerage scheme was used to secure funding 

for the project; however, changes to ECO last autumn placed pressure on the housing 

association to complete the scheme by March 2014.  

 

Methodology  

A mixed methods approach using interviews and surveys was adopted. The housing 

association facilitated the project with its willingness to integrate these data collection 

methods into their retrofitting timetable. Initially a survey was enclosed with the letter 

sent out to residents informing them of the works. Residents were asked to rate comfort 

and wellbeing, occupancy, energy bills, perception of the works and general 

environmental awareness using a mixture of Likert and open ended questions.4  

Residents were asked to leave their contact details in the final section if they were 

interested in participating in an in depth interview. Interviews were then conducted in 

residents’ homes as the works were being carried out. Participation at project delivery 

meetings and energy audits of the property also allowed observations to be made of the 

retrofitting process. Findings and discussion are still in the preliminary stages, with a 

post-retrofit survey and questionnaire scheduled to take place early next year for 

comparison. 

 

Analysis 

The Lived Experience 

Eighty-eight surveys were received from residents and twelve interviews conducted. 

The majority of those interviewed showed evidence of living in fuel poverty. There 

was an indication of discomfort due to lack of warmth and perceptions of uneven 

warmth throughout the house (this was already indicated in the survey with thirty-eight 

                                                           
4 Likert refers to a scaled question. The respondent is given a range of options to select regarding a given 

statement; for example, a respondent may be asked how much they agree with the statement ‘I feel warm 

in my home’ using 1 to 5 with 1 denoting strongly agree and 5 strongly disagree.  
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per cent feeling a lack of warmth and fifty-seven per cent agreeing some rooms felt 

warmer than others). The unevenness of warmth affected how people used their home; 

four of those interviewed had children and all had made changes to their living 

arrangements in order to mitigate cold or damp: 

 

I mean I can show you this is the middle room, it’s never warm.  So for this 

winter we’ve moved all the children to the other room, they’re not living in 

their pink room because this room never will be warm.  So we moved them 

all to the other room and now we live in this room. [7]5 

 

Although the surveys indicated concern by residents for themselves and others as a 

result of cold or damp the severity of this - particularly in one situation - was only made 

clear when conducting the interviews: 

 

I have been down to my doctors to put me in touch with a counsellor. The 

stress, I can’t get out of it, it’s one thing after another. I just feel like I want 

to cry, when I am worrying about my son’s health and all that. [5] 

 

Damp was a particularly common issue in households, with thirty-six per cent saying 

the air felt damp in their home. Three of those interviewed had significant issues with 

damp - two of which had young children. Households reported health related concerns 

as a result: 

 

… this place, because it’s so damp our health is not great. With asthma, I 

can feel I am using it more and more. We both have asthma and I have 

noticed that we are using more and more pumps since we have been here. 

[2] 

 

Residents would try to ameliorate the situation by switching on the heating; however 

this led to additional financial pressure: 

                                                           
5 Number corresponds to interviewee.  
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(Interviewer) Do you think the work will affect your bills? 

 

I hope it will. I got to have the heat on low for the asthma….we had 

condensation on the window. We had the heating on to get rid of the damp, 

I know it sounds silly but it was to dry it out. If you leave it and it settles on 

a cold wall. And that was what we were wiping off. [2] 

 

Existing Support Networks 

Interviews revealed how residents received support from their own social networks to 

alleviate some of the pressures of dealing with cold homes and fuel poverty: 

 

… my friend was telling me round our local shop they got these radiator 

covers really cheap as well. You put it at the back of the radiator. It’s got 

the sticky stuff on the back…so when the heating comes on - instead of it 

all going out, it will push the heat out instead of it going on your walls or 

wherever it goes. So I said 'oh that’s sounds a good idea like'. Especially 

for their room. They have not had them in yet. But when they do I am going 

to go round and get them again. [5] 

 

These networks were used not only as a resource but also as a point of comparison: 

 

They had bad damp – they had works and it got better. I have heard things 

from friends and family. How to save money. Wouldn’t know otherwise. 

Those I know that have experienced it say it is really good and makes a lot 

of difference to the home. [4] 

 

In one case the resident was acting as a spokesperson for the other residents in the block 

to find out information around energy efficiency: 

 

Yeah, the people that I do know they’re kind of waiting on me to tell them 

and it was like we didn’t get it done. “Oh did we not?” That’s what my 
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neighbour said on the fourth floor. “Did we not?” I went: “No darling, we 

didn’t get it done.” [6] 

 

Collectively, these knowledge networks and flows of information within the 

community represent a significant resource. Community knowledge has been explored 

by the RECCKN project at the University of Keele; particularly in terms of the 

meaningfulness it may bring to energy efficiency discourses when compared to current 

individual policies (Catney et al 2013).  

 

Conclusions 

Disconnect Between Lived Experience and Political Drivers 

These findings suggest that there is a disconnection between policy drivers and the 

actual experience of living with fuel poverty. The consequences of this disconnect will 

be demonstrated using the example of damp. As described in the analysis, the research 

did not expect to find such severity of damp issues in resident properties from the 

interviews with observations during the energy audits revealing damp was not picked 

up by the Energy Performance Certificates forms. It would seem that this would be a 

good opportunity to pick up on other issues regarding the condition of the property 

aside from establishing its thermal performance. These additional points may have 

consequences on the retrofit procedure, compromising its effectiveness and overall 

potential to improve wellbeing. However, the pressure put on the housing association 

to achieve thermal performance targets meant this was missed. Post-retrofit interviews 

will reveal if the dampness has been reduced. If damp remains in the retrofitted 

properties, this would suggest that although objectives may have been met in terms of 

thermal efficiency, wellbeing and social needs have been neglected. 

 

Social Capital as an Untapped Resource 

Interviews also revealed how residents retained existing networks for information 

regarding dealing with fuel poverty and associated issues around damp and cold 

draughts. Residents relied on information from friends and family, comparing their 

situation to others and in one case acting as a spokesperson for other residents in the 

same block. These networks were only revealed through interviews and social 
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engagement. If the project had not had the engagement component this may have gone 

unrealised. This author would like to suggest that there is latent potential to ‘uncover’ 

this information further and sensitively build on it to assist and support residents in 

dealing with the retrofit process and additional stressors on comfort. The fact that this 

information already exists in communities and has not been imposed via information 

from the housing association may mean that it is likely to work better. 

 

A More Holistic Approach to Retrofitting 

The significant detrimental impacts of living in fuel poverty and the untapped resource 

of existing social networks are issues that can go unnoticed given the dominance of 

environmental objectives at the policy level and a lesser focus on social objectives. 

Close coordination with the housing association has provided an opportunity to observe 

the entire process of retrofitting, from delivery meetings with stakeholders through to 

fitting of the insulation and management post-intervention by housing officers in the 

housing association.  These observations have led to the suggestion that a more holistic 

approach to retrofitting, integrating the separate components, could have helped to 

avoid such issues. 

 

Meeting environmental objectives places too much emphasis on the before and after 

effects of retrofitting and not enough on the social processes. Changes to policy (the 

ECO funding was cut short during this case study, which meant the housing association 

had to complete the work by March in order to receive funding from the ECO brokerage 

system) does not help to build sensitivity and a holistic approach to retrofitting. The 

consequences of this situation not only compromise the thermal performance and 

effectiveness of the retrofit but also potentially the wellbeing of residents. Those 

residents suffering from damp may not see it improve (despite expectations) if the damp 

is too severe. Therefore retrofitting must be understood and examined more 

holistically. 
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Energy Justice, a Whole Systems Approach 

KIRSTEN JENKINS, DARREN MCCAULEY, RAPHAEL HEFFRON AND 

HANNES STEPHAN1 

 

The current energy justice framework considers distributional, procedural 

and recognition tenets. The full extent and diversity of justice implications 

within the energy system, however, is currently neglected, as many debates 

on energy do not consider the impact of the energy system in full, from 

resource extraction to waste disposal. This article makes the case for a 

reconceptualisation of energy justice that includes a systems perspective 

at its core using the example of fuel poverty. Systems theory typically 

considers a set of subsystems that coordinate to accomplish defined goals, 

in this case, energy production. This ‘interactionist’ understanding 

focuses on the impacts of the relationships between the governors and the 

governed, and the moments at which there is the possibility to intervene 

and steer the system. It contains the idea that – by bringing greater 

awareness of human needs and actions – it is possible to improve the 

system overall. This reconceptualisation thus contributes to the theoretical 

concept of energy justice, as well as informing justice in practice. 

 

Introduction 

The energy sector faces serious sustainability challenges, including the depletion of 

natural resources, air pollution, questions of long and short-term security of supply, and 

energy poverty (Markard, Raven and Truffer 2012: 955). Such challenges are re-

working the established patterns of energy supply, distribution and consumption 

(Bridge et al 2013: 332) and have led to the widespread acknowledgement that our 

current ways of life and consumption patterns are unsustainable (Shove 2010: 1273). 
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As energy moves up the political agenda, such contemporary challenges are generating 

new awareness of the links between energy and social justice (Hall, Hards and Bulkeley 

2013: 413).  Amidst these challenges, the new and emerging concept of energy justice 

has evolved (Bickerstaff, Bulkeley and Painter 2009). This article first introduces 

energy justice and whole systems approaches, before exploring the case of fuel poverty 

from a systems perspective. This article responds to the current neglect of system-wide 

justice implications and builds on the conclusion from a previous, 2013 article, that 

academia is increasingly required to pay greater attention to justice concerns 

throughout the energy system, from production to consumption (McCauley et al 2013: 

1). It is asserted, throughout, that by bringing greater awareness of human needs and 

actions it is possible to improve the system overall (Bevier 2009: 202). Improvement 

is understood in normative terms as more just processes and outcomes and also in 

pragmatic, consequentialist, terms as leading to more broad-based acceptance, more 

durable investment decisions, and greater trust in political institutions (Gross 2007: 

2730). 

 

With its roots in the environmental justice movement, energy justice aims “to provide 

all individuals, across all areas, with safe, affordable and sustainable energy” 

(McCauley et al 2013: 2). The current energy justice framework, as with its 

environmental justice counterpart, considers distributional, procedural and recognition 

tenets. The concept of energy justice has received early favour, appearing in a growing 

body of literature, both within and outside of academia. Numerous studies have, for 

instance, begun to apply the three tenet framework to cities (Bickerstaff, Bulkeley and 

Painter 2009; Bickerstaff, Walker and Bulkeley 2013) and fuel poverty (Walker and 

Day 2012; McCauley et al 2013). Further, recent books by Bickerstaff, Walker and 

Bulkeley (2013) and Sovacool (2013) explore energy justice in depth, forwarding the 

energy justice agenda. To date, however, the full extent and diversity of justice 

implications within the energy system is neglected, as many debates on energy do not 

consider the impact of the energy system in full, from resource extraction to waste 

disposal (Gagnon, Belanger and Uchiyama 2002: 1267). Bickerstaff, Walker and 

Bulkeley’s 2013 book, for example, has received criticism for taking a primarily 

production and consumption-based approach to energy justice, failing to explicitly 
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acknowledge their apparent duality (McCauley 2014: 706). The penultimate section of 

this article gives the example of fuel poverty to develop its case.   

 

In promoting the increasingly recognised concept of energy justice and proposing a 

reconceptualisation of current theory that includes a systems perspective, this article 

contributes to the theoretical concept of energy justice. In addition, it informs justice in 

practice, presenting knowledge that is essential for understanding the ways in which 

energy justice is constructed, understood, and tackled across a range of scales 

(Schlosberg 2013: 37). 

 

The Foundation of Energy Justice 

Energy justice has its roots in the environmental justice movement and carries the same 

basic philosophy. The environmental justice movement emerged in 1970s North 

America as a response to the unequal distribution of environmental ills, pollution and 

waste facilities, and the risks associated with them. These were more often than not 

situated next to poor, coloured communities (Davies 2006: 710).  Thus, the movement 

represents a concern for the “fair treatment and meaningful involvement of all people 

regardless of race, colour, national origin or income with respect to the development, 

implementation and enforcement of environmental laws, regulations and policies” 

(Bullard 2000: 7) and is driven by aspirations for empowerment, social justice and 

public health (McCauley et al 2013: 1). 

 

Initially, environmental justice complaints focused on local, activism-led, community-

oriented means of ensuring the just distribution of toxic burdens. This first wave looked 

for a form of environmental justice that could be operationalised and measured 

(Holifield, Porter and Walker 2009: 596). The scope of environmental justice has 

grown, however. Holifield (2009: 4) and his colleagues note that, “recent critical 

research takes the term’s multiple, shifting meanings as an important entry point for 

inquiry and theorising”. They highlight a change towards a more multi-faceted 

understanding of environmental justice. Indeed, environmental justice is increasingly 

used in coalition with other theories and agendas, including the capabilities approach, 
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social movement theories, assemblages and Actor Network Theory.2 This 

methodological and theoretical expansion, Holifield, Porter and Walker (2009: 593) 

note, has seen environmental justice focus on broader cross-disciplinary debates about 

knowledge, representation and meaning, opening it to more epistemological and 

ontological possibilities. The topic of concern for the environmental justice movement 

has grown too, expanding from its original race, activism and toxic industrial practice 

roots to include, amongst other themes: access to food, forest management and energy 

provision (Walker 2009: 616). Hall comments, for example, that there is a growing 

body of work around issues of energy, justice, equity and vulnerability (2013: 422). It 

is from this emergent literature and the growing awareness of the links between energy 

and social justice that energy justice has emerged, incorporating literature from climate 

and atmospheric justice as it develops (Hall, Hards and Bulkeley 2013: 413). Energy 

justice, therefore, emerged with an aim to “to provide all individuals, across all areas, 

with a safe, affordable and sustainable energy” (McCauley et al 2013: 2). Energy 

justice, like its environmental justice counterpart, carries three core tenets, emphasising 

distributional, procedural and recognition justice (Bickerstaff, Bulkeley and Painter 

2009).  Each is explored in turn below. 

 

The first tenet, distributional justice, is most classically suited with the original 

environmental justice movement.  Energy justice is an inherently spatial concept that 

includes both the physically unequal allocation of environmental benefits and ills and 

the uneven distribution of their associated responsibilities (Walker 2009: 615), for 

example, exposure to risk.  Thus, energy justice can appear as a situation where 

“questions about the desirability of technologies in principle become entangled with 

issues that relate to specific localities” (Owens 2008: 4414) and represents a call for 

the distribution of benefits and ills on all members of society regardless of income, 

race, etcetera. 

 

                                                           
2 Actor-network theory (ANT) was pioneered by Latour (1991-1992), Callon (1986) and Law (1986). 

ANT is an approach to studying the interaction of technology and society, which acknowledges an 

increasingly inter-connected world. ANT is increasingly applied to questions of participation (Jolivet 

and Heiskanen 2010: 6748). 
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Procedural justice, the second of the three tenets of energy justice, manifests as a call 

for equitable procedures that engage all stakeholders in a non-discriminatory way 

(Walker 2009: 625; Bullard 2005: 439). It states that all groups should be able to 

participate in decision making, and that their decisions should be taken seriously 

throughout. It also requires participation, impartiality and full information disclosure 

by government and industry (Davies 2006: 711) and appropriate and sympathetic 

engagement mechanisms (Todd and Zografos 2005: 485).  

 

The third and final tenet of energy justice is recognition justice. Although often seen as 

a core element of procedural justice, recognition entails more than fair and effective 

participation. Drawing on Fraser (1997), Schlosberg (2007: 18) conceptualises 

recognition injustice as (1) practices of cultural domination, (2) patterns of non-

recognition (invisibility of people and their concerns), and (3) disrespect through 

stereotyping and disparaging language. 

  

Thus, recognition justice is more than tolerance, and requires that individuals must be 

fairly represented, that they must be free from physical threats and that they must be 

offered complete and equal political rights (Schlosberg 2003: 82). It may also appear 

not only as a failure to recognise, but as misrecognising – a distortion of people’s views 

that may appear demeaning or contemptible (Schlosberg 2003: 82).  Thus it includes 

calls to recognise the divergent perspectives of different ethnic, racial and gender 

differences (Fraser 2009: 75). 

 

These three tenets, according to Walker and Day (2012: 69), are informed by a body of 

academic work that is directly interested with how justice is made sense of in real-

world contexts. The three tenets, however, are not always distinct. Indeed, according 

to McCauley et al (2013: 1), they are frequently seen as interlinked, and are perceived 

to share many overlapping issues. So too, this article contends, do many energy issues 

when seen through a systems lens. This article begins to make the case for systems 

approaches within the energy justice literature. To build the case, this article first 

considers current theoretical discussions around the issues of scale and the roles of 

actors within the justice literature. 
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Bickerstaff and Agyeman (2009: 783) comment that the environmental justice 

literature, particularly the first wave, is characterised by formal, literal representations 

of scale. Yet such representations, they add, appear unable to cope with “multiplicity, 

change, and, by implication, the socially and politically constructed nature of scale” 

(Bickerstaff and Agyeman 2009: 783). There has been a move, therefore, to reimagine 

environmental injustices as multi-scalar and interconnected. The need for this is clear. 

Take, for example, Holifield, Porter and Walker’s 2009 exploration of pollution. They 

state, in this classic case, that the paths of chemicals in air, water, and social are not 

only temporally but also spatially complex, noting too that vulnerability to pollution 

among bodies, households, and neighbourhoods does not map neatly. In this vein, and 

with consideration of the complexity of interconnections, Bickerstaff and Agyeman 

(2009: 783) go on to write that there remains a high level of spatial ambiguity in energy 

justice research - a statement supported by Kurtz (2003: 888) who writes that there is 

“no indisputable rationale for favouring one scale of analysis over another” (Kurtz 

2003: 888). As a response to such criticisms, many authors argue for a multi-scalar 

focus; an acknowledgement that “place-specific policies and practices can have 

consequences that cross national boundaries, affect multiple scales, and extend across 

global networks” (Holifield, Porter and Walker 2009: 4).  

 

Not only have conceptions of space become more complex within the justice field, but 

also the role and characteristics of actors are frequently called into question. Research 

frequently considers the burden of racial minorities, and more recently indigenous 

communities, for example, but neglects other sectors of society. According to Reed and 

George (2011: 838) not enough attention is paid to the role of gender in justice disputes. 

Environmental justice is also frequently criticised for regarding communities as 

coherent, homogenous and united groups of people, whereas, in fact, residents are 

frequently far from that (Fan 2006: 432). Assuming this kind of collective advocacy, 

according to Bickerstaff and Agyeman (2009: 795), neglects the potential for it to be 

parochial or inequitable at another scale. In the same vein, and of particular relevance 

here, Heynen (2003: 993) points out that, “little attention has been given… to 

understanding how socio-natural injustices at particular scales do not necessarily 

translate into injustices at other scales”. 
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This article contends that these criticisms of the justice literature are best overcome by 

a systems approach, considering, in the case of energy justice in particular, the stages 

of an energy system from extraction to waste.  

 

A Systems Approach 

Whilst it provides millions of people across the world with an undeniable public good, 

the energy system raises theoretical questions of human rights, concerns and values, 

and unquestionably, justice (Fox and Ward 2008: 3). All of these challenges have to be 

acknowledged in the decision-making process, in recognition of energy’s far-reaching 

social, economic and environmental impacts (Stagl 2006: 53). However, many debates 

on energy do not consider the impact of the energy system in full, from resource 

extraction to waste disposal (Gagnon, Belanger and Uchiyama 2002: 1267).  Indeed, 

energy currently appears to be governed through piecemeal, mostly ad-hoc responses 

(Florini and Sovacool 2009: 5239). Using the example of fuel poverty as a justice 

concern, this article makes the case for combining the energy justice and whole systems 

literature, thus providing a reconceptualisation of energy justice that has a systems 

perspective at its core.  

 

The energy system is defined as the entire energy chain, from production, conversion, 

transmission, and distribution, right through to energy consumption and waste (Alanne 

2006: 541; Gagnon, Belanger and Uchiyama 2002: 1267). Thus, systems theory is 

appropriate, as it typically considers a set of subsystems that coordinate to accomplish 

defined goals, in this case, energy production (Bevier 2009: 202). Throughout, the 

system is taken not only to be a set of physical infrastructures and processes, but as a 

socio-technological entity that represents complex human-technology interactions 

(Kern 2008: 4094). This ‘interactionist’ understanding focuses on the impacts of the 

relationships between the governors and the governed, and the moments at which there 

is the possibility to intervene and steer the system. Conceived of as a form of critical 

systems theory the concept builds to the idea that by bringing greater awareness of 

human needs and actions it is possible to improve the system overall (Bevier 2009: 

202). This article illustrates the utility of taking this approach through a brief 

exploration of the fuel poverty literature. 
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The Case of Fuel Poverty 

Within the contemporary literature, energy justice is often thought to be synonymous 

with fuel poverty, which, although it is increasingly under review, is traditionally 

defined as a household that spends over ten per cent of their income on all heating 

services (Moore 2012: 19). This article argues instead, in line with Hall, Hards and 

Bulkeley (2013: 413) that as energy moves up the political and academic agenda, it is 

increasingly clear that this is just one way in which power relations, fairness, and 

disadvantage are created and expressed. Moreover, alongside consideration of fuel 

poverty as a consumption issue, it is necessary to consider the production and waste of 

energy to ensure a just outcome.  

 

Goldthau and Sovacool (2012: 236) discuss fuel poverty and energy justice as a lack 

of access to energy for deprived people and the financial and health-related 

repercussions. In so doing, they give a primarily distributional tone to fuel poverty 

concerns, stressing a ‘have/have-not’ situation. McCauley et al (2013: 2), however, 

indicate that fuel poverty policies in the United Kingdom have recently begun to 

recognise the needs of particular sections of society. This includes the elderly and 

infirm, who, by nature of their age, require a higher than average room temperature 

(Walker and Day 2012: 72). Attention also goes to deprived households who often pay 

more for their electricity simply due to the lack of accessible payment options. 

Burningham and Thrush (2003: 526) highlight that pre-pay metres, one of the most 

expensive means of purchasing electricity, are most often found in low-income homes. 

In so doing, the fuel poverty literature has begun to incorporate an element of 

‘recognition’ into its discourses. Yet, on the whole, system thinking within fuel poverty 

literature is largely neglected. 

 

Critically, traditional approaches to ‘solving’ fuel poverty – education and access 

provision, for example – do nothing to tackle or engage with the pricing of energy as a 

production issue, or efficiency as a waste concern. However, by taking a systems 

approach numerous other considerations and arguably, potential solutions become 

apparent. The consideration of energy pricing and public engagement with it, for 

example, may lead to a radical appraisal of energy sources, with appropriate emphasis 
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being given to balancing affordability of energy against the environmental benefits or 

dis-benefits of differing energy sources. In a parallel way, the benefits of energy 

efficiency could be balanced against the overall cost of energy provision to society as 

a whole.  This article argues, then, that whilst each stage of the system may present its 

own unique justice concerns, it is only by conceptualising the system as a whole that 

its true justice nature and challenges can be understood. 

 

Summary 

This article first introduced energy justice and whole systems approaches, before 

exploring the case of fuel poverty from a systems perspective. It has sought to 

demonstrate the utility of combining a whole systems approach with the burgeoning 

concept of energy justice. Despite its growing popularity and increasing application, to 

date the energy justice literature has neglected the full extent and diversity of justice 

implications within the energy system, as many debates on energy do not consider the 

impact of the energy system in full, from resource extraction to waste disposal 

(Gagnon, Belanger and Uchiyama 2002: 1267). Thus, this article has made the case for 

a reconceptualisation of energy justice that includes a systems perspective at its core. 

In so doing, it overcomes critiques of scalar ambiguity and failures to account for actor 

diversity within the current environmental and energy justice literature.  

 

In exploring the case of fuel poverty, an archetypal energy justice case, this article has 

shown the weakness of a ‘silo’ approach to justice concerns, and the benefits of 

conceiving of fuel poverty as part of a wider justice system. As a form of critical 

systems theory, this article builds on the idea that by bringing greater awareness of 

human needs and actions it is possible to improve the system overall (Bevier, 2009: 

202). This reconceptualisation, therefore, contributes to the theoretical concept of 

energy justice, as well as informing justice in practice; presenting knowledge that is 

essential for an understanding of the ways in which energy justice is constructed, 

understood, and tackled across a range of scales (Schlosberg 2013: 37). However, 

whilst this theoretical discussion demonstrates great potential, the framework would 

benefit from further refinement and increasing empirical application. Further analysis 
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therefore, is required that explicitly engages with systems approaches to energy justice; 

a test-bed for further research. 
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Energy Poverty in Brussels: First Results of a 

Qualitative Survey 

ANNE BAUDAUX1 

 

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. 



ENERGY POVERTY IN BRUSSELS 

 

93 

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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Power to the People: The Role of Social Capital in 

Promoting Domestic Energy Efficiency 

DEAN MCBRIDE1 

 

The issues of climate change, energy security and fuel poverty have 

highlighted the importance of promoting energy efficiency. Energy 

efficiency has predominantly been studied through the technological, 

economic, and psychological disciplines, while socially based studies have 

played a relatively minor role. This article argues that social science can 

make a significant contribution to the promotion of energy efficiency, and 

contends that social capital has an important and largely overlooked role 

to play in promoting domestic energy efficiency. It reviews the findings of 

previous studies that have demonstrated the role of social capital in 

diffusing energy related information and innovations within communities. 

It concludes that significant social capital resources in Northern Ireland 

can be utilised to support domestic energy efficiency initiatives and help 

tackle the issue of fuel poverty in the region.   

 

Introduction 

Domestic energy efficiency research is nothing new. Studies attempting to understand, 

quantify, and reduce domestic energy consumption have been conducted since the 

1970s, and were initially triggered by the energy security fears that arose as a result of 

the numerous ‘oil crises’ of this period. Following an initial flurry of interest, research 

in this area diminished for some time, until it was thrust into the spotlight once more 

due to three key reasons:     

 

                                                           
1 Office of the First Minister and Deputy First Minister. This article is derived from a PhD thesis 

completed by Dean McBride whilst a student at the University of Ulster (McBride, 2013). He can be 
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1. The growth of empirical evidence that carbon emissions resulting from the 

burning of fossil fuels for the generation of energy for commercial and domestic 

purposes contribute to climate change (IPCC 2014). 

2. Renewed energy security fears, particularly in light of recent events in the 

Middle East and tensions between the West and Russia, which jeopardise the 

availability of fuel (mainly gas and oil) supplies. 

3. The acknowledgment of fuel poverty as a major social welfare issue in the 

United Kingdom, and the realisation that enhancing domestic energy efficiency 

is the most cost-effective way of tackling this issue (Boardman 2010). 

 

The latter issue is the primary driver of energy efficiency policy in Northern Ireland; 

fuel poverty levels in the region are higher than anywhere else in the UK. Recent 

estimates indicate that forty two per cent of the households in the region are in some 

degree of fuel poverty (NIHE 2011), putting them in danger of suffering the negative 

physical and mental health impacts associated with living in such conditions (Liddell 

and Morris 2010).    

 

The potential role of social capital in promoting domestic energy efficiency and 

tackling fuel poverty has been overlooked in the energy efficiency literature.  This 

article aims to detail how social capital can be used to help promote domestic energy 

efficiency, and argues that Northern Ireland is in a prime position to utilise existing 

social capital to help reduce fuel poverty in the region. 

 

Background   

Traditionally, research into domestic energy efficiency can be divided into four broad 

categories: technology/engineering based studies; economics based studies; 

psychology based studies; and sociology, anthropology and social study of technology 

based studies.  The disciplinary triad of technology/engineering, economics, and 

psychology has dominated the energy literature for many years, yet Lutzenhiser (1992: 

53) believes that the main weakness in these three conceptions is that they “zoom in” 

to focus on the individual consumer and that “the dynamic behaviour of human groups 

themselves (the entities which are the sources of attitudes, evaluative strategies, 
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meanings, preferences, and symbols deployed by individuals) are left unaccounted for 

in these models.” Due to the limitations inherent in these approaches, alternative 

theories have emerged that place sociological considerations at the forefront of studies 

on domestic energy use.   

 

The sociological/anthropological perspective contends that “needs, attitudes, and 

expectations are not individual in nature but are part of a complex relationship between 

social norms and relations, technologies, infrastructures, and institutions” (Wilson and 

Dowlatabadi 2007: 186; Shove 2003; Lutzenhiser 1992). In other words, social and 

cultural dynamics can influence and shape energy practices leading to distinct social 

conventions of energy use (Lutzenhiser 1992, 1993; Wilhite et al 1996; Georg 1999). 

Lutzenhiser (1993) was one of the first to highlight the need for more research into the 

social construction of energy use:  

 

Sociological and anthropological studies of group behaviour and cultural 

differences locate energy use in larger social and historical contexts, and 

in so doing shed light on the institutional shaping of consumption practices 

and the processes by which social networks, communities, and families 

affect energy behaviour (Lutzenhiser 1993: 270). 

 

The sociological perspective is the least developed in the energy efficiency literature, 

yet research has demonstrated that that this field offers real potential in helping to 

promote domestic energy conservation (Lutzenhiser, 1992). One key element within 

the sociological paradigm that has received sporadic but insufficient attention within 

the literature is the role of social capital in promoting domestic energy efficiency 

(McMichael, 2011). The next sections will detail what social capital is and review the 

existing evidence to indicate how it can be used to promote domestic energy 

conservation. 
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What is social capital and what is it useful for? 

Social capital is a contested, emerging social science concept with numerous 

applications and definitions (Adler and Kwon 2002).  For the purposes of this article, 

social capital is: 

 

The sum of the actual and potential resources embedded within, available 

through, and derived from the network of relationships possessed by an 

individual or social unit.  Social capital thus comprises both the network 

and the assets that may be mobilised through that network (Nahapiet and 

Ghoshal 1998). 

 

It is important to draw a distinction between ‘strong ties’ (or bonding ties) and ‘weak 

ties’ (or bridging/linking ties) in any discussion of social capital (Gittell and Vidal 

1998; Putnam 2000). Strong ties refer to connections amongst a group of tight knit 

individuals, for example between family members, friends or neighbours. These are the 

ties that individuals rely on for moral, social and economic support, as well as providing 

trusted sources of information. They are helpful in getting by but not necessarily helpful 

in getting ahead (Putnam 1993, 2000). Weak ties unite actors from different socio-

economic backgrounds, across standard community, family and professional networks. 

These ties provide opportunities for advancement, for instance, these ties can be useful 

in facilitating access to novel information and innovations (Granovetter 1973; Rogers 

2003).  

 

One of the key benefits of social capital for individuals and collectives is access to 

various sources of information (Lin 2001; McElroy, Jorna and van Engelen 2006; Aral 

and Van Alstyne 2008). Strong ties are believed to be excellent channels for the 

diffusion of information within groups as individuals who communicate with each 

other on a frequent basis or who have strong emotional attachment are more likely to 

share knowledge than those who communicate infrequently or who are not emotionally 

attached. The more emotionally involved two individuals are, the more time and effort 

they are willing to invest in sharing information with one another (Reagans and 

McEvily 2003).  Strong ties facilitate the sharing of tacit knowledge, i.e. knowledge 
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that is intuitive and difficult to codify.  Hansen (1999) and Reagans and McEvily 

(2003), for instance, demonstrate that complex knowledge is more easily transferred 

when ties are strong and emotional attachment is high: “strong ties, such as friends and 

kin, will usually be regarded as highly trustworthy sources of information and therefore 

have high potentials for persuasion” (Weenig and Midden 1991: 735).   

 

Although weak ties play a role in information diffusion, they more often facilitate 

access to new sources of information for the benefit of a group (Granovetter 1973). 

Strong ties are composed of ‘cliques’, and circulate information received within this 

clique rapidly and effectively; once this information has become widespread, redundant 

or outdated, weak ties are the channels that are used to access novel information: 

 

Weak ties – those typified as distant and by infrequent interaction – were 

more likely to be sources of novel information, because strong ties tend to 

be connected to others who are close to a knowledge seeker and so 

trafficking in information the seeker already knows...They can be 

instrumental to the diffusion of ideas, public information, and technical 

advice (Levin and Cross 2004: 1478). 

 

So, in summary, weak ties are important in that they can facilitate access to new 

information, but strong ties are the key mechanism by which information is 

disseminated within communities. 

 

Social capital and the promotion of energy efficiency – a review of existing 

evidence 

Weenig (1993), investigating the role of weak and strong ties in promoting a 

community energy information programme in Maastricht, The Netherlands, found that 

overall programme awareness was significantly related to the number of weak ties (but 

unrelated to strong ties) each participant had within the community. However, it found 

that awareness of specific programme activity (i.e. what it was about and what it 

offered) was significantly related to the number of strong ties (but unrelated to weak 

ties).   
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This finding corroborates the widely held belief about the differing roles of weak and 

strong ties in promoting information within a community. Weak ties were useful in 

accessing general, unspecific information about the efficiency programme, whereas 

strong ties provided much more information regarding specific details of the 

programme, and were therefore more likely to engender attention to its objectives and 

promote participation rather than simply raising awareness.  During the course of the 

programme:  

 

People who talked with other residents about the programme did so at least 

twice as much with residents from their own street than with family 

members...This means that virtually all non-kin interpersonal 

communication took place between residents who lived in the same street 

(Weenig 1993: 1721). 

 

Further:  

 

Respondents have been stimulated to pay attention to the program 

activities...by other neighbourhood residents...this influence from other 

residents is likely to have stemmed from the respondents’ strong ties...it was 

not so much the number of strong ties, but rather the fact one considered 

the opinions of other residents to be important that influenced the impact of 

programme messages (Weenig 1993: 1727). 

 

This suggests that community networks can be effective vehicles for channelling 

energy related information; people will discuss energy related issues with their 

neighbours, so long as there is a generally cohesive community structure. Finally, and 

crucially, this study demonstrated that information disseminated via social capital not 

only raised levels of awareness of the efficiency programme, but also had a significant 

impact on respondents (reported) practical skills in operating their heating systems 

more efficiently.  
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Another study by Weenig and Midden (1991) investigated the role of communication 

networks in the diffusion of energy related information and in decisions to adopt 

domestic energy efficient innovations in two communities in The Netherlands (one 

community possessed cohesive network structures while the other possessed weak 

network structures).  Both strong and weak ties were useful for raising awareness of 

and attention towards the efficiency programme on offer, but strong ties were the key 

factor influencing rates of adoption of energy related innovations. Adoption of energy 

efficient innovations was thus more widespread in the community with a cohesive 

network structure. Further, in the cohesive neighbourhood, the program was discussed 

by many more residents than in the uncohesive neighbourhood.  

 

Ball, Cullen and Gan’s New Zealand study (1999) found that, amongst households in 

and around the Christchurch area, personal communication was more likely to lead to 

the adoption of energy saving innovations than mass communication strategies such as 

media campaigns. The authors concluded that “mass communication may lead to 

awareness and even consideration, but personal communication is more important than 

mass communication at the adoption stage” (Ball, Cullen and Gan 1999: 129).   

 

A more recent study by McMichael (2011) concurs with Weenig and Midden (1991) 

and Weenig (1993) concluding that energy related information dissemination “often 

occurs through interpersonal networks” (McMichael 2011: 256). McMichael found 

that, when it comes to information regarding energy saving innovations “people tend 

to seek information to reduce personal uncertainties associated with new innovations” 

and that “information seeking from personal contacts is an important aspect to the 

diffusion of energy-reducing innovations” (2011: 256). She concludes that “fostering 

information and advice dissemination through interpersonal social networks in 

communities across the country could assist in increasing rates of adoption of these 

innovations” (McMichael 2011: 257; also see Darley 1978; Darley and Beniger 1981). 

 

The results of these studies can be partly explained by the work of Costanzo et al (1986: 

527), who posit that social capital is important for the promotion of domestic energy 

efficiency because “information received through interpersonal channels is more likely 
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to be received, favourably evaluated, understood and remembered.” They believe that 

there is a positive relationship between bonding social capital and adoption of energy 

efficient innovations because most people will only adopt an innovation when its 

effectiveness has been demonstrated by a family member or acquaintance. Also, 

because social reference groups tend to consist of similarly situated people, information 

communicated in this way is more likely to reach individuals who are structurally 

positioned to act.   

 

Decision making about energy can be fraught with ambiguity and uncertainty due to 

multiple sources of information. In such circumstances people look to their social 

networks (similarly situated individuals) as the major input into the decision making 

process (Costanzo et al 1986). Friends and family members are considered more 

credible and trustworthy than other information sources such as the media, and because 

of this, information received through these channels is more readily accepted and exerts 

a more powerful influence on decision making than information from other sources 

(Costanzo et al 1986). 

 

Evidence for social capital promoting domestic energy efficiency in Northern 

Ireland 

Research has demonstrated that Northern Ireland exhibits considerably greater levels 

of social capital than other areas of the UK. The reasons for this have not been fully 

explored, but it could be that social capital acts as a coping mechanism during times of 

civil unrest (Shirlow and Murtagh 2006), or that the years of socio-political civil 

conflict (known as The Troubles) bred a strong sense of community identity and 

enhanced support networks (Leonard 2004).2 Field (1999) and Daly (2004) have 

highlighted the importance of kin relations as a source of social support in Northern 

Ireland. Daly (2004) found that there is a considerable level of contact between family 

members in the region, especially between parents and children, and on average contact 

between close family members was much more frequent in Northern Ireland than in 

                                                           
2 The reason for the prevalence of social capital in Northern Ireland is an area that would merit further 

investigation. 
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the rest of the UK. Friendship networks were also found to be considerably stronger in 

Northern Ireland than in other regions of the UK. 

 

Field (2005a, 2005b) and Schuller and Field (1998) have suggested that developed 

social capital in the region provides an effective alternative to participation in more 

traditional learning structures “by offering less formal means of exchanging 

information, skills and ideas” (Field 2005a: 5). The dense networks of close ties 

available to actors within Northern Ireland can potentially facilitate the diffusion of 

energy related information and the promotion of existing Government led grant funded 

energy efficiency initiatives such as Warm Homes (and proposed replacement 

Affordable Warmth) and the Boiler Replacement Scheme. This assertion is 

corroborated by a fuel poverty study conducted in North and West Belfast by the 

University of Ulster and National Energy Action Northern Ireland (NEANI) that 

offered qualifying participants a range of domestic energy efficiency measures: 

 

Recruitment events in central locations were a major part of the initiative 

to find participants. Yet what emerged from the case studies was the extent 

to which participants joined the scheme as a simple result of a friend or 

neighbour suggesting the scheme.  Four of six case studies were 

recruited…in this way. Word of mouth is a vital aspect of recruitment and 

one which is seldom harnessed to full effect (NEA 2013: 102). 

 

This provides an example of communities in Belfast utilising linking social capital by 

‘reaching out’ and collaborating with external organisations in order to access energy 

related measures and information. Once this initiative had commenced, community 

awareness and willingness to engage was enhanced by the diffusion of information via 

bonding social capital. 

 

A recent study by McBride (2013) details another instance of a community in Belfast 

using linking social capital to engage with external organisations in order to access 

energy efficiency measures. A community organisation in the Roden Street area of 
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West Belfast regularly lobbied to have double glazed windows installed in local social 

housing, as detailed by one of the community leaders in the area: 

 

We got these (double glazed) windows and all in...because they weren’t 

doing them so we just kept writing to MLAs (Members of the Legislative 

Assembly) and that...we just kept fighting to get them, so there was two 

hundred and twelve (houses) fitted...that’s through us lobbying to get them 

done (McBride 2013: 92). 

 

Other groups utilised weak ties to contact organisations such as the Energy Saving 

Trust and Power NI in order to organise community energy information events, where 

relevant organisations disseminate information on how to use energy more efficiently 

and signpost individuals to existing domestic energy efficiency schemes. These 

examples demonstrate the potential for social capital in the region to promote 

awareness of and participation in current and future domestic energy saving initiatives 

and in doing so helping to lower fuel poverty levels. The unique social structures in the 

region can and should be harnessed to promote energy efficiency and to maximise 

levels of engagement with energy saving schemes. Utilising this undervalued and 

underused resource could make a significant contribution to tackling fuel poverty in 

the region.    

 

Conclusion 

Social capital can play a key role in promoting domestic energy conservation; it is 

useful in diffusing information relating to energy saving schemes and enhancing levels 

of participation in such schemes, as well as supporting the adoption of energy 

efficiency measures. Social capital in Northern Ireland should be harnessed by key 

players, including central Government, Councils, anti-fuel poverty campaigners, and 

local community groups to help reduce fuel poverty levels in the region. 
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