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Why lowering everyone’s energy bills is a better 
solution than targeting only the most vulnerable 

 

Energy bills will rise by as much as 50% from April 2022 unless the 
government intervenes, as Britain’s energy regulator Ofgem is expected to 
raise its price cap. Many households face a cost of living crisis and 
dramatically increased fuel poverty. 

Most political parties agree that the government will need to step in to 
shelter consumers from this expected price rise. There is also widespread 
agreement in Westminster that financial support, such as expanding 
the Warm Home Discount, should be especially focused on those who are 
most in need. 

On the surface, this seems sensible. But attempting to target relief 
measures in this way could actually exclude some of the most vulnerable 
people. The best way to ensure help reaches everyone who needs it is 
through universal approaches that seek to lower energy bills for all. 

Who counts as vulnerable? 

Targeting support means defining a section of the population who are 
eligible for assistance. Despite appearing straightforward, this is actually 
very difficult. It demands a subjective (and often political) judgement about 
who counts as genuinely in need. 

Take the relevant example of fuel poverty. In England, the official definition 
of a fuel poor household was changed in 2013 and again in 2021 – 
ostensibly to better target support. The devolved nations have maintained 
the older definition used in England before 2013. 

Altering the definition produces starkly different profiles of who is 
vulnerable and so deemed deserving of help by targeted support schemes. 
The older definition emphasises rural households reliant on expensive oil 
heating, while a newer one draws attention to those living in energy 
inefficient urban housing. Neither indicator is categorically better. Instead, 
each one reveals certain forms of vulnerability, while hiding others. 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-59760331
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-59935555
https://www.gov.uk/the-warm-home-discount-scheme
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/211135/government_response_fuel_poverty_consultation.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/sustainable-warmth-protecting-vulnerable-households-in-england
https://doi.org/10.1177/0261018316674851
https://www.eas.org.uk/en/fuel-poverty-across-the-uk_50535/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2017.09.035
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2017.09.035
https://doi.org/10.1177/1420326X17718054
https://doi.org/10.1177/0308518X18764121


 
There is no universal definition of ‘vulnerable’. Colin Underhill/Alamy Stock Photo 

 

However the vulnerable are defined, narrowly targeting financial support 
invariably excludes people experiencing hardship who, under another 
definition, would be eligible for help. And even if a definition could be 
agreed upon, there are further issues with means-tested approaches. 

Accurately identifying and reaching people entitled to assistance is often 
limited by incomplete or unavailable data. Efforts to target support also 
tend to rely on people applying for it, but many don’t. For example, only 
about 60% of UK households entitled to the Pension Credit receive the 
benefit. People may not apply for a host of reasons: complex and 
confusing application processes, limited knowledge of 
entitlements, language barriers, or limited access to the internet and 
computers. Often, those who fail to apply are among the most marginalised 
sectors of society. 

Being identified as in need and targeted for special assistance can also 
be stigmatising. This puts people off applying for help even when they 
really need it. One British study found one in four people delayed or 
avoided claiming means-tested benefits due to the stigma attached to it. 

https://www.alamy.com/stock-photo-housing-in-winter-warwick-england-uk-21980203.html?pv=1&stamp=2&imageid=A28FC9DB-8629-4C44-A4D9-4649C9F41EDC&p=14086&n=58&orientation=0&pn=1&searchtype=0&IsFromSearch=1&srch=foo%3Dbar%26st%3D0%26sortby%3D2%26qt%3Dengland%2520homes%2520winter%26qt_raw%3Dengland%2520homes%2520winter%26qn%3D%26lic%3D3%26edrf%3D0%26mr%3D0%26pr%3D0%26aoa%3D1%26creative%3D%26videos%3D%26nu%3D%26ccc%3D%26bespoke%3D%26apalib%3D%26ag%3D0%26hc%3D0%26et%3D0x000000000000000000000%26vp%3D0%26loc%3D0%26ot%3D0%26imgt%3D0%26dtfr%3D%26dtto%3D%26size%3D0xFF%26blackwhite%3D%26cutout%3D%26archive%3D1%26name%3D%26groupid%3D%26pseudoid%3D%26userid%3D%26id%3D%26a%3D%26xstx%3D0%26cbstore%3D1%26resultview%3DsortbyPopular%26lightbox%3D%26gname%3D%26gtype%3D%26apalic%3D%26tbar%3D1%26pc%3D%26simid%3D%26cap%3D1%26customgeoip%3DGB%26vd%3D0%26cid%3D%26pe%3D%26so%3D%26lb%3D%26pl%3D0%26plno%3D%26fi%3D0%26langcode%3Den%26upl%3D0%26cufr%3D%26cuto%3D%26howler%3D%26cvrem%3D0%26cvtype%3D0%26cvloc%3D0%26cl%3D0%26upfr%3D%26upto%3D%26primcat%3D%26seccat%3D%26cvcategory%3D*%26restriction%3D%26random%3D%26ispremium%3D1%26flip%3D0%26contributorqt%3D%26plgalleryno%3D%26plpublic%3D0%26viewaspublic%3D0%26isplcurate%3D0%26imageurl%3D%26saveQry%3D%26editorial%3D%26t%3D0%26filters%3D0
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/income-related-benefits-estimates-of-take-up-financial-year-2018-to-2019/income-related-benefits-estimates-of-take-up-financial-year-2018-to-2019
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/income-related-benefits-estimates-of-take-up-financial-year-2018-to-2019/income-related-benefits-estimates-of-take-up-financial-year-2018-to-2019
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/Global/CitizensAdvice/Energy/Final%20-%20modernising%20consumer%20support%20in%20essential%20markets.pdf
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/Global/CitizensAdvice/Energy/Final%20-%20modernising%20consumer%20support%20in%20essential%20markets.pdf
https://raceequalityfoundation.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/Better-Housing-27-Universal-Credit.pdf
https://www.cas.org.uk/system/files/publications/vff_online_barriers_to_maintaining_uc_claims_0.pdf
https://www.cas.org.uk/system/files/publications/vff_online_barriers_to_maintaining_uc_claims_0.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2006.01.012
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/322315936_EVALUATE_project_policy_brief_no_4_Qualitative_findings
https://www.turn2us.org.uk/T2UWebsite/media/Documents/Benefits-Stigma-in-Britain.pdf
https://www.turn2us.org.uk/T2UWebsite/media/Documents/Benefits-Stigma-in-Britain.pdf


A common argument for stringent targeting is that it enables public money 
to be spent more cost-effectively. But often the savings are much less than 
anticipated, because means-testing requires significant additional 
bureaucracy. 

The alternatives 

Compared to targeted approaches, universal social assistance schemes 
are superior at reaching those in hardship. They avoid the difficult task of 
defining a vulnerable population and remove the barriers, complexity and 
stigma that prevent people accessing support. So, although universal 
measures can be more expensive, they are also much more effective and 
inclusive. 

There is no single solution to rising energy costs, but a range of policies 
could reduce bills for everyone, now and in the future. 

Subsidies for building more renewable energy installations like wind farms 
and making homes more energy efficient are essential for tackling climate 
change and fuel poverty. But funding these through taxation rather than 
levies on energy bills – as is currently the case in the UK – would reduce 
bills by around £160 per year. It would also be fairer, because higher 
earners would pay proportionally more. 

https://www.theguardian.com/social-care-network/2013/jan/14/means-testing-benefits-not-efficient-fair
https://www.theguardian.com/social-care-network/2013/jan/14/means-testing-benefits-not-efficient-fair
https://ideas4development.org/en/social-protection-universal-provision-is-more-effective-than-poverty-targeting/
https://doi.org/10.1177/0010414006295234
https://doi.org/10.1177/0010414006295234
https://www.cityam.com/treasury-considers-cutting-green-levy-to-ease-cost-of-living-crisis-for-uk-households/
https://www.newscientist.com/article/2303699-energy-crisis-what-can-the-uk-government-do-to-help-cut-fuel-bills/
https://www.jrf.org.uk/sites/default/files/jrf/migrated/files/fuel-poverty-policy-summary.pdf


 
Subsidising electric heat pumps can free households from capricious gas prices. Tomasz Zajda/Alamy Stock Photo 

 

Removing VAT from energy bills would save a further £90 per year. 
Another option is to provide government loans to energy suppliers to cover 
the costs of wholesale gas price rises, potentially lowering bills by about 
£500 per year. 

There may well be a place for some degree of targeted financial support, but 
this should be as a supplement, rather than a replacement, for universal 
measures. And ultimately, much more needs to be done to tackle the root 
causes of fuel poverty and rising energy costs. This means significant 
investment in energy efficiency to fix the UK’s leaky housing stock, and 
rapidly deploying renewable energy and low-carbon heating to reduce our 
reliance on expensive and volatile gas supplies. 

 

https://www.alamy.com/heat-pump-replacing-by-professional-caucasian-heating-technician-industrial-theme-image242464810.html?pv=1&stamp=2&imageid=43606F56-6CDC-44FA-93B4-43EF3036E2DD&p=196179&n=3&orientation=0&pn=1&searchtype=0&IsFromSearch=1
https://www.newscientist.com/article/2303699-energy-crisis-what-can-the-uk-government-do-to-help-cut-fuel-bills/
https://www.cornwall-insight.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/Options-for-suppliers.pdf
https://www.cornwall-insight.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/Options-for-suppliers.pdf
https://www.theccc.org.uk/publication/uk-housing-fit-for-the-future/

