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Abstract
Dramatic increases in global energy prices in 2022 have sharpened focus
on the suffering experienced by people living in energy poverty – a situ-
ation where they are unable to afford the energy required to meet their
basic needs. In many countries, providing energy advice to householders
is part of a wider strategy to assist those who are experiencing such hard-
ship. However, little research scrutinises whether and how energy advice
can be useful in reducing vulnerability to energy poverty. It is this
research gap we address here. Drawing on an extensive qualitative data-
set, we find that efforts to provide tailored, in-person advice can help to
partially ameliorate energy poverty, but its impacts are limited by struc-
tural factors that are beyond the immediate influence of advisors or indi-
vidual citizens. Energy advice should be seen as a supplement to, not a
replacement for, more ambitious and transformative political action
that addresses the structural and institutional drivers of inequality.
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Introduction

Dramatic increases in global energy prices in 2022 sharpened focus on the
severe hardship experienced by those unable to afford their basic energy
needs. In the UK, around 8.5 million households were estimated to be in
‘fuel poverty’ at the end of 2022 (End Fuel Poverty Coalition, 2022).
Typically known as ‘energy poverty’ or ‘energy insecurity’ outside of the
UK (Hernández et al., 2022), this condition is characterised by the inability
to secure essential levels of energy service (such as sufficient warmth or light-
ing) in the home. Its deleterious and often severe impacts on people’s health,
wellbeing and life quality have been widely documented (e.g., Chipango,
2021; Grossmann and Trubina, 2021). Even with government intervention,
the sheer extent of energy price increases has led some to term the UK situ-
ation a “humanitarian crisis” (Disability Poverty Campaign Group and
Disability Benefits Consortium, 2022).

Separating poverty into different ‘types’ – such as clothing poverty, food
poverty and period poverty – has been critiqued for obscuring the underlying
systemic and structural causes of a lack of financial resources (Crossley et al.,
2019). Several scholars have argued persuasively, however, that energy
poverty should be understood as a distinct form of material deprivation
(Boardman, 1991; Buzar, 2007; Hills, 2012), with causes that extend
beyond low incomes to also encompass wider infrastructural and environmen-
tal inequalities (Bouzarovski and Robinson, 2022). In short, whilst energy
poverty is related to and overlaps with (income) poverty it is not reducible
to it (Middlemiss and Simcock, 2019).

In many countries, providing energy advice to householders has long been
seen as an important element of addressing energy poverty (DellaValle and
Czako, 2022; Warren and Foulds, 2020). The hope has been that advice
will assist vulnerable households in making informed choices that reduce
their energy use whilst creating a more comfortable living environment
(Maby, 2020). The role that advice and behaviour change could play in shield-
ing households from energy poverty has received attention in the news media,
with some politicians and commentators presenting ‘wiser’ consumer choices
and behavioural ‘hacks’ as a potential solution to rising energy costs
(Zakir-Hussain, 2022). For example, the UK finance minister Jeremy Hunt
suggested households should seek out information on how to reduce their
energy use, stating that “in the end everyone is going to have to take respon-
sibility for their energy bills” (Morton, 2022).

In this context, it is notable that there is little research that scrutinises
whether, how and under what circumstances energy advice can be useful in
reducing vulnerability to energy poverty (Warren and Foulds, 2020). Most
research on energy advice focuses principally on the process of delivery,

2 C r i t i c a l S o c i a l P o l i c y 0(0)



rather than its outcomes and socio-material implications (e.g., Ambrose et al.,
2019; Baker et al., 2019; Simcock et al., 2014). Gaining a realistic under-
standing of the potential role of advice in mitigating energy poverty is of
crucial importance, especially at a time when so many people are struggling
to afford basic energy costs. It is this research gap that we address in this
paper. We ask: how does energy advice assist people living in energy
poverty? We find that energy advice can play a favourable but, alone, only a
partial role in addressing energy poverty. We argue that advice needs to be
implemented alongside more ambitious and transformative political action
that addresses the structural and institutional drivers of inequality.

The next section of the paper reviews current evidence on the impacts of
energy advice. We then detail the study methods, before presenting the
results. The paper finishes with a concluding discussion.

The impact of energy advice: Current evidence

Information on how to reduce energy costs can be delivered in diverse ways,
including websites, leaflets, telephone, email, home visits, exhibitions and
energy cafés, and can involve public, private, and third sector organisations
(Darby, 1999; DellaValle and Czako, 2022). Energy advice can be considered
a subset of this broader information provision. Whereas some information
targets a general audience, the distinguishing feature of advice is that it is
“specific to individuals and their circumstances” (Boardman and Darby,
2000: 12).

In the case of the UK – the particular context of this paper – the geograph-
ical coverage and stability of energy advice provision has been spatially and
temporally inconsistent (Maby, 2020). Until 2012, the UK government
funded the Energy Saving Trust (EST) to provide a coordinated network of
regional energy advice centres that provided in-person consultations, and
these were often supplemented locally by council and charitable programmes
(Ambrose et al., 2019). EST’s regional network was replaced in 2012 by a
national telephone service, which was then discontinued in 2018 and replaced
by a government website. Some local organisations and charities still provide
in-person advice and home visits, but in general energy advice, particularly
regarding energy efficiency, has become scarcer and there is no consistent or
coordinated nationwide programme (Ambrose et al., 2019).

Most research on energy advice has focused on its mode of delivery,
emphasising the importance of, inter alia, advice being provided in-person
and via people and organisations perceived to be trustworthy and impartial
(Ambrose et al., 2019; Baker et al., 2019; Boardman and Darby, 2000;
Darby, 1999; Ramsden, 2020; Reeves, 2016; Simcock et al., 2014; Warren
and Foulds, 2020). There is less critical consideration of the effects of energy
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advice in practice, and of its wider role within energy poverty mitigation strat-
egies. The limited evidence on the impacts of energy advice “has been incon-
clusive and often contradictory” (Warren and Foulds, 2020: 17). One of the
few studies attempting to identify the effects of energy advice among low-
income households suggested that, if “well-focused”, it can “give substantial
benefits in terms of comfort, health and well-being and can lead to fuel savings
of the order of 10% from behavioural changes alone” (Boardman and Darby,
2000: 7).

More critically, Warren and Foulds (2020) argue that energy advice is
often underpinned by “deficit model” assumptions about human action,
which presume people will make rational “choices” if provided with the
correct information. This logic ignores the ways that human behaviour is influ-
enced by social systems and relations (Sayer, 2017). In this vein, Forster et al.
(2019) evaluated the impact of in-person energy advice among Traveller
Communities. They found that while advice facilitated access to state benefits
and improved people’s sense of control over their energy use, its impact was
limited by structural constraints that were beyond the decision-making
control of advice recipients. Evaluating a charity-led energy advice project
in England, Ramsden (2020) found that whilst most recipients believed the
advice to be useful and estimated that it had saved them money, it did not
lead to fundamental changes in people’s circumstances. An investigation
into the effects of advice provision on energy market engagement found its
impacts to be limited, with only 13% of participants acting upon recommen-
dations to switch their energy tariff (Lorenc et al., 2013). Overall, this body of
research suggests a more cautious and critical tone is needed when considering
the impacts of energy advice.

Data collection and analysis

This paper combines qualitative data from two sources. The first involved
research in the Greater Manchester area of the UK between summer 2018
and autumn 2020, as part of a larger project funded under the
Horizon2020 programme. In this project, we worked closely with frontline
energy advisors employed by the charity Groundwork, who run the
Energyworks programme in Greater Manchester. Over the duration of the
project, these advisors delivered one-to-one consultations with households vul-
nerable to energy poverty. During these consultations, the advisors provided
personalised information and guidance on four principal topics: (i) energy
market engagement to reduce energy costs; (ii) increasing income by ensuring
households were claiming their entitled benefits; (iii) improving the energy
efficiency of the home and appliances; (iv) reducing energy consumption
through behavioural changes. These consultations were initially undertaken
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‘in-person’ during a visit to the individual’s home. However, in the latter part
of the project these consultations were conducted via telephone due to lock-
down restrictions imposed by the UK government in response to the
COVID-19 pandemic. In this paper, we focus mostly on data collected
through in-person consultations, as this better reflects the dominant mode
of advice provision in the UK and is closer to the recommended ‘best practice’
of advice delivery.

Households were recruited to the programme through a combination of
self-referral (signing-up via a website or over the telephone), or through
‘partner referrals’ from local authorities, charities or private companies who
work with communities or individuals likely to be at risk of energy poverty.
To advertise the scheme, the advisors regularly distributed leaflets, attended
community events, and met with partner organisations. After households
were ‘referred’ to the scheme, an advisor contacted them via telephone to
arrange a suitable time for a consultation. The project was fairly successful
at achieving engagement with groups at high-risk of energy poverty, includ-
ing people with cognitive and physical disability, people with long-term
illness, and households with children (Bouzarovski et al., 2021).

Advice was provided over the course of two consultations. The first lasted
up to 90 min, depending on the breadth and depth of advice required. This
was followed by a second, ‘follow-up’ consultation undertaken 6–8 weeks
later, lasting around 20 min and during which the impact of the first consult-
ation was assessed and further advice administered as deemed necessary.
Overall, the advice provided in the consultations adhered to what research lit-
erature identifies as “good practice”: it was detailed and tailored to the circum-
stances of an individual or households; it was delivered in-person (when
possible); communicated in a dialogical manner; and involved a second con-
sultation. The advisor consultation process is summarised in Figure 1.

During and after each consultation, the energy advisors took written case
notes describing the householders’ circumstances, the advice they provided,
and its observable impact. These anonymised notes, from a total of 564 con-
sultations, were shared with us as part of the project and provide an extensive
set of qualitative data.

We supplement our analysis of these case notes with interviews (N = 16)
with frontline energy and housing advisors working for a diversity of organisa-
tions in England, undertaken between autumn 2019 and summer 2021 as part
of a separate but complementary research project. The interviews were
in-depth, lasting between thirty-seven and eighty-five minutes with an
average length of around one hour. They explored a range of topics, including
the advisors’ reflections on the causes of energy poverty and the role that advice
can play in its amelioration. They complement the advisor fieldnotes by allow-
ing specific issues to be probed in greater detail. Furthermore, by interviewing
advisors working outside Energyworks, we could also garner a wider set of
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perspectives and identify issues that cut across different energy advice pro-
grammes. All interviews were audio recorded and then transcribed. A full
list of the interviewees with related job role is provided in Annex 1. For
both the interview and field note data, we followed ethics procedures regard-
ing informed consent, confidentiality and data protection. Ethical approval for
the case note data was provided by Energyworks before being shared with uni-
versity project partners via a data sharing agreement. Approval for the inter-
views was given by Liverpool John Moores University Research Ethics
Committee (approval reference 19/NSP/051).

Both the advisor fieldnotes and interview transcripts were analysed using
combination of inductive and deductive qualitative content analysis, following
the processes described in Hsieh and Shannon (2005). During the inductive
stage, a set of initial ideas and codes relating to the efficacy and impacts of
energy advice were developed by closely reading a subset of the transcripts
and notes. These various codes were then categorised into four broader
themes (prices and tariffs, income, energy efficiency, household practices)
that were derived deductively from existing theory about the causes of
energy poverty. The dataset was then coded, with case notes and segments
of interview transcripts labelled according to the specific theme they related
to. The case note data was coded in Excel, whilst the interview data was
coded in NVivo. Coding was undertaken by the first author, with validity
checking by the second author.

As with all research designs, this study does have some limitations.
Relying on the perceptions, observations and notes of energy advisors
misses the first-hand experiences of householders who have received advice
– although we would argue that the two approaches are complementary,
and our study adds new insights to previous research that has gathered
householder experiences directly. The case notes were also of variable
length and quality, ranging from a couple of sentences to short paragraphs
of ∼100–150 words, and so varied in their detail and efficacy for research
purposes. This is partially offset by using interviews to gather more
in-depth data; nonetheless, gathering more detailed case notes in future
research would be beneficial. Finally, future research could also make use
of more realist evaluation methods to directly measure the impact of
energy advice, such as temperature and humidity monitors installed over
an extended period.

Results

In this section, we analyse the role that energy advice can play in ameliorating
energy poverty. We structure the section around four sub-themes that relate to
the proximate factors shaping vulnerability to energy poverty in the Global
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North: (i) the unit cost of energy paid by a household; (ii) household income;
(iii) the level of energy efficiency of appliances and the building fabric; (iv) the
energy-related practices and needs of households.

Energy costs and prices

In the UK, domestic gas and electricity are supplied to households through a
market-based system, comprising multiple suppliers and hundreds of tariffs of
various structures and prices. This system places a large onus on individuals to
lower their own energy costs, with consumers expected to actively ‘shop
around’ and ‘switch’ their energy supplier or tariff to access the cheapest avail-
able deal. Those who never or rarely switch typically pay proportionately more
for their energy, putting them at higher risk of energy poverty.

The process of identifying and undertaking a tariff switch has been cri-
tiqued as highly complex (Thomas and Pickard, 2017). Several marginalised
groups in society - including people over-65, ethnic minorities, people
earning less than £18,000 a year, disabled people, and those living in rental
housing - face particular barriers that mean they are less likely to switch
tariff or supplier (Ambrosio-Albala et al., 2020; Bouzarovski et al., 2022;
Department for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy, 2018; Hills,
2012). Essentially, some of the most disadvantaged people pay the most for
the energy they consume.

In the advice programme we studied, advisors were sometimes able to
remedy this injustice by helping guide and facilitate energy market engage-
ment for disadvantaged people – including several of the marginalised
groups noted above as usually being less likely to switch tariff. Guidance
involved the advisor demonstrating how to read energy bills and use price
comparison websites, informing the householder how much money they
could save by switching tariff or supplier, and, in some cases, making the
switch on behalf of the householder. Overall, 22 per cent of households
visited in-person switched tariff (Bouzarovski et al., 2021) – a rate significantly
higher than the 13 per cent reported in the study by Lorenc et al. (2013), sug-
gesting that the advice process in our study was relatively successful.
Switching could save substantial amounts of money, with the advisors
noting energy bill reductions typically between £100-£250 per year, and
over £300 per year in a few cases. Alongside tariff switching, the advisors
also encouraged people to enrol onto the ‘Warm Home Discount’ (WHD)
if eligible – a government scheme providing a one-off £150 energy bill
rebate over the winter months. Some householders also experienced poor
service from their energy supplier, such as payment errors and confusing
energy bills. In these cases, advisors offered assistance by helping people to
understand their bill; directly contacting the energy provider to organise a
debt repayment plan; and registering them onto the ‘Priority Services
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Register,’ a free service operated by energy suppliers that provides additional
support, such as priority assistance in an emergency, to people deemed to be in
vulnerable circumstances.

However, these benefits were not always achievable. In some cases, the
consulted householders were reluctant to switch tariff, despite being advised
to do so, for a variety of reasons such as fear of financial penalties or loyalty
to a familiar company. In a few cases, the energy suppliers themselves resisted
customer switching. For example, one case note stated “[The customer’s] energy
supplier won’t let her switch because of the way she pays on electric.” A general
point that arose from several of our interviews was the sheer complexity of the
retail energy market, with multiple rules and sub-clauses determining the
ease with which people can change supplier or tariff. The complexity is such
that even experienced energy advisors can find it to be confusing.

The rules governing the retail energy market also require repeat, not
simply one-off, consumer engagement. Low-cost energy tariffs are temporary,
with households automatically reverting to a relatively expensive ‘standard
variable’ tariff when their cheaper deal ends. Consumers thus need to repeat-
edly switch tariffs every 1–2 years to avoid being disadvantaged. Similarly, the
WHD requires some householders to reapply for support each winter, with
rebates provided on a first-come first serve basis (O’Brien, 2020). Several of
the people assisted by the advisors would be unable to independently
change tariff when their cheaper deal ended or reapply for the WHD. For
example, some did not have home internet access or could not understand a
price comparison site. Yet the advice service involved only two consultations
within a short timeframe and could not guarantee longer-term support (most
energy advice services in the UK provide only single consultations). The risks
such a system creates were surmised by one interviewee:

“[Energy advice] Programmes that are designed around a single visit, yes they
work in terms of they support X number of households over that period. …
You can lift somebody out of fuel poverty for a 12-month period. [But] if, at
the end of that 12-month period, their bills revert to a standard tariff, they fall
off the Warm Home Discount register, you’re putting them in a better financial
position for a short period of time and then you’re critically worsening them off.
A change like that, in somebody’s personal finance situation, can be cata-
strophic.” (A2, Energy advisor)

Whilst energy advice programmes can enable households to save money by
engaging with the retail energy market, they are unable to change the rules
governing this market – rules that make engagement challenging for many
disadvantaged people. Combined with the short-term nature of most advice
provision, this limits the possibility of energy advice providing sustained
reductions in people’s domestic energy costs. And the dramatic increases in
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global energy prices experienced in 2022 have clearly demonstrated that
energy prices can be strongly determined by geopolitical and economic pol-
icies that are far beyond the control of any advice service.

Income

Low income is another key driver of energy poverty. Straightforwardly, people
with limited financial means often struggle to afford their energy costs (and
other everyday essentials). In our project, if the advisors determined low
income was a problem in any given case, they typically offered to refer the house-
hold to Citizens Advice – an independent consumer charity that could provide a
more specialist service of ‘incomemaximisation.’Many of the households visited
by the advisors were reliant on social security as their primary income, and
onward referrals could ensure they were claiming all the benefits to which
they were entitled. This was especially helpful for those with additional
needs, such as people experiencing chronic illness, disabled people, or carers:

“They were referred to Citizens’ Advice and have had a chat to them and are
entitled to a little bit more money.” (Advisor case note 12, follow-up
consultation)

“Just came out of hospital that day as her health is bad… They spoke to Citizens’
Advice through the referral and managed to get a higher rate mobility payment
back so they are slightly more well off.” (Advisor case note 37, follow-up
consultation)

“They have spoken to Citizens Advice as a result of the visit… the benefit check
came back and they could claim a bit more Universal Credit and Carers
Allowance.” (Advisor case note 13, follow-up consultation)

Therefore, alongside providing advice directly, the advisors played an import-
ant role as intermediaries that connected vulnerable people to additional
support services.

Yet despite these achievements, the advice services were swimming against
a tide of political-economic pressures that severely limited the assistance they
could provide. Following the global economic crisis of 2008, UK governments
have embarked on a programme of fiscal austerity that has intensified socio-
economic inequalities and led to stagnating or declining living standards
among working class people (Hall, 2023). Austerity has included cuts to
welfare expenditure estimated at £37bn/year (Hall, 2023), accelerating a longer-
term trend of declining benefit levels that has left the UK with one of the least
generous welfare systems in the Global North (Bell et al., 2020; Brewer et al.,
2022). Against this backdrop, and as the descriptions of “a little bit more
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money”, “a bit more” and “slightly more well off” in the case notes quoted
above indicate, the financial gains energy advisors could provide through
income maximisation services were often modest and unlikely to greatly
reduce vulnerability to energy poverty. Another case note admitted that there
was “not much that can be done” for one householder simply because “she
was not terribly well off”.

Alongside cuts to benefit levels, the UK welfare system has also become
increasingly punitive and conditional over the past two decades, operating
under a disciplinary system of sanctions and tightening eligibility (Reeve,
2017). Disabled people and those in ill health have been among the most
affected by these changes (Dwyer et al., 2020). In our study, the energy advi-
sors encountered several households who had been plunged into hardship by
benefit reductions:

“Is struggling with her health and is worried about having her PIP award taken
off her because she can’t get out to find the relevant paperwork from the doctors.”
(Advisor case note 90, initial consultation)

“He is currently on Universal Credit receiving £277 a month after having £95.00
deducted from his personal allowance of Universal Credit. He said his electricity
is due to go off tomorrow afternoon and has £1.30 left on it.… I have advised to
speak to work coach to try get these deductions reduced… He also made a claim
for PIP as struggles after two strokes last year but this was refused which he has
appealed.” (Advisor case note 376, initial consultation)

Several interviewees also described the severe vulnerability to energy poverty
among refugees or recent migrants with ‘No Recourse to Public Funds’
status - a condition attached to some visas which restricts access to much of
the welfare state (Yeo, 2019). As one participant explained, “They’ve not
got the income to put the heating on. […] They’re not able to apply for ben-
efits, so they’ve not got the income or the money to spend” (A3,
Environmental Health Officer).

Problems resulting from insufficient income became even more acute during
2020. In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, the UK government imposed
‘lockdowns’ in the spring and autumn. At its peak in May 2020, 8.9 million
people were ‘furloughed’ (kept off work on 80 per cent of their usual salary or
wage) (UK Government, 2021), and many others either had their employment
hours reduced or were made redundant. Throughout the spring and summer of
2020, many households contacting the advisors had experienced a reduction in
their income that led to difficulties affording energy costs. Some were unfamiliar
with how to apply for benefits, or experienced errors and delays in processing their
applications. The advisor case notes make abundantly clear the extreme level of
hardship suffered during this period.
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Energy efficiency

People living in uninsulated dwellings, or who use older and inefficient
appliances, consume more energy to keep their homes warm and meet
basic needs. Improving the energy efficiency of the UK housing stock is
seen by many as a crucial long-term solution to energy poverty
(Boardman, 2010). In the energy advice programme we analyse here,
advisors engaged with energy efficiency principally by installing, free of
charge, ‘small’ energy efficiency measures (such as LED bulbs, draft-
proofing strips, door brushes, and radiator reflector foil) in the homes of
households they visited. During the pre-Covid stage of the project, 72%
of visited households had some measures installed. These can make
reductions in energy consumption. For example, the Energy Saving
Trust estimates that replacing all lightbulbs in a home to LEDs can
reduce energy bills by around £55 per year (Energy Saving Trust, 2022),
with greater savings achievable by installing multiple small measures
simultaneously. The advisor case notes also include multiple accounts of
positive householder feedback relating to increased comfort.

Despite these benefits, the energy savings resulting from small energy
efficiency measures are, by themselves, insufficient for significant reduc-
tions in householder bills. Larger interventions, involving insulating the
building fabric, are usually necessary, but many people in energy
poverty lack the upfront capital to invest in such measures. In theory,
energy advice can play an important role in providing householders
with guidance on the suitability of large energy efficiency retrofits and
directing people toward available funding streams (Ambrose et al.,
2019). In the programme we study here, advisors were able to refer house-
holds to services that provided free central heating system repairs or
upgrades. In instances when referred households were experiencing
delays in the installation of their new system, advisors also had a key
role as an intermediary that ‘chased up’ funders and installers. The ben-
efits of new heating systems for improving householder comfort were
made clear in multiple case notes, with one indicative example stating:
“Has a new central heating system fitted recently and the house is
much warmer as they were using a single electric heater” (Advisor note
44, follow-up visit). In comparison to heating system upgrades, very
few households were referred to funding for home insulation despite
this being recognised as crucial for the long-term amelioration of
energy poverty (Boardman, 2010). One reason for this is that
the advice consultations did not allow time for a thorough energy
efficiency audit of individual properties, due to time and budget con-
straints (echoing the finding of Ramsden, 2020). As one interviewee
explained:

12 C r i t i c a l S o c i a l P o l i c y 0(0)



“Because we’ve got targets to hit, we need to get 500 visits in a certain space of
time so you’re driven by targets. It’s so difficult but I don’t suppose that’s any
different than social workers or other charities, funders need to see value for
money. You can see that, many a time, you’re just touching the surface with a
lot of people.” (A16, energy advisor)

Another important factor is the of lack of funding available to financially
support households in installing insulation. The Energy Company
Obligation (ECO) is the main nationwide insulation programme targeted at
people in energy poverty in Great Britain, providing grants to cover some
or all of the cost of insulation among eligible households. Over the past
decade the programme has experienced severe funding cuts and more restrict-
ive eligibility criteria, which has made accessing the scheme more difficult and
resulted in substantial decreases in the number of homes being insulated
(Evans, 2022).

Even in relation to heating system upgrades, the advisors were sometimes
limited by a lack of funding or narrow entitlement criteria. To be eligible for
an upgrade a household needed to be in receipt of qualifying benefits and also
in a ‘no heat situation’ (defined as either having no central heating in the home
or having a broken gas heating boiler). People with an inefficient but nonethe-
less functioning boiler were not eligible for a free replacement. As one case
note stated: “She said that her boiler is 13 years old but hasn’t broken yet
but was asking about available funding. Told her that if the boiler breaks
then she should ring and ask about the options available to her.” As such,
in some cases people who would have benefited from substantial energy effi-
ciency measures could not be assisted.

Energy-related practices

A fourth driver of energy poverty can relate to people’s energy behaviours and
needs – how they use heating, lighting, and appliances in the home. In our
study, energy advisors provided guidance on how householders could
change their behaviours to reduce energy consumption. Recommendations
made by the advisors were common for energy advice schemes (Ramsden,
2020), and included telling participants about the likely high-consuming
appliances in their home, washing at lower temperatures, switching off
lights, and keeping doors in living areas closed to ensure they remained
warm. The case notes indicate that behaviour change advice was most useful
when focused on the correct usage of heating controls, particularly for those
which were complex or unintuitive. Thermostat control can potentially lead
to reduced energy costs, with the Energy Saving Trust (2022) estimating
that a one-degree Celsius reduction in thermostat temperature reduces
heating bills by around 10%. The case notes also provide some evidence of
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a favourable impact, with accounts of households feeling more comfortable
and, in a few cases, having reduced their consumption.

However, there were also a range of factors that limited the efficacy of such
advice. For starters, households suffering from energy poverty are often already
reasonably knowledgeable regarding their energy usage and undertake mul-
tiple actions to minimise their consumption (Brunner et al., 2012; Willand
et al., 2017). In situations where energy consumption is already tightly
rationed, or households are even ‘under-consuming’ energy (i.e., using less
than they need to), the scope to reduce energy costs through behavioural
changes is extremely limited. One energy advisor we interviewed explained
this powerfully:

“… there are things that we can say to help people understand how much
[energy] they’re using … and reducing that, but I would say a more common
problem I see is people … under-using, if you see what I mean. [They are] not
putting the heating on, and sitting around in jumpers, and getting a load of
colds and aggravating their COPD (chronic obstructive pulmonary disease), or
whatever else you might see. […] So, even though we do work at saying,
‘Don’t use the tumble dryer so much, make sure your house is nice and venti-
lated, use the timer,’ all this sort of thing … Although we do that type of
work, a lot of the time, we also just say to people, ‘Turn your heating on’.”
(A11, energy advisor)

The advisor case notes also contained several examples of chronic health con-
ditions requiring more continuous or intensive use of heating and energy, cor-
roborating wider literature on the relations between energy poverty, health,
and disability (e.g., de Chavez, 2018). As such, there was little possibility
for consumption reductions without people incurring harms to their
well-being:

“Caller’s daughter has medical conditions which make her susceptible to cold and
flu virus … and they have to keep the central heating on for 24 h of the day. [I]
asked if she wears multiple layers of clothes hat, scarf, gloves and socks and she
replied she does and she cannot get warm.” (Advisor case note 301, initial
consultation)

“She is the main carer for her husband. She has to keep the heating on to keep her
husband warm.” (Advisor case note 149, initial consultation)

Occupancy patterns also have an important influence on domestic energy
consumption. Groups who spend more hours at home for physiological or
social reasons – including older people, disabled people and people who are
unemployed – often need to make greater usage of heating and appliances
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(Simcock et al., 2021). This was particularly noticeable during the 2020 phase
of our research, when much of the UK population spent more time in their
homes as many workplaces, schools and public buildings were closed due to
COVID-19 lockdown policies. The advisor case notes included examples of
this resulting in increased energy costs and vulnerability, especially among
households with children:

“Struggling a bit because they are using more electric as all 3 children have been
at home for ages.” (Advisor case note 339, initial consultation)

“She is struggling financially and is finding it difficult to make ends meet […]
She has £1.41 in emergency for electric. She has plenty of gas but because the
children have been off the electric has been a really big problem.” (Advisor
case note 396, follow-up consultation)

The underlying assumption behind ‘behaviour change’ advice is that
people’s energy-use behaviour is strongly determined by their knowledge
and values, and that more informed households will make “smarter” or
more “ethical” choices to lower their consumption (Malier, 2019; Warren
and Foulds, 2020). However, evidence from our research supports the view
a household’s energy consumption is not purely the result of individual
choices. Past research has shown that energy consumption patterns are influ-
enced by multiple socio-material relations that are often beyond an indivi-
dual’s immediate control (Butler, 2022; Royston et al., 2018; Wang,
2016). As we have shown above, this can include challenges relating to per-
sonal illness or disability, the need to spend more time at home, and domestic
relations of care that can be experienced most strongly by those already vulner-
able to energy poverty (Hargreaves and Middlemiss, 2020). Providing indivi-
duals with advice and tips on ‘behaviour change’ can only ever have a limited
and partial impact.

Concluding discussion

This paper has demonstrated that tailored energy advice, delivered on a
one-to-one basis by a trusted expert, can help to partially reduce vulner-
ability to energy poverty. Alongside the provision of direct advice regard-
ing energy market engagement and energy-saving practices, some of the
key beneficial impacts arose from referring households to further services
and support schemes. This emphasises the value of energy advice pro-
grammes coordinating with other domains of advice provision, particularly
when assisting people experiencing complex and multifaceted challenges,
and supports the recent development of ‘one-stop shops’ that bring
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together multiple advice organisations under a single entry point (Bertoldi
et al., 2021).

However, the beneficial impacts of the advice programme were also some-
times limited in terms of temporality (being relatively short-term) and mag-
nitude (comprising relatively marginal and incremental improvements in
people’s circumstances). These limitations were partly due to the design of
the particular programme we studied. Although it followed several aspects
of “good practice” in advice delivery, the expectations of the programme
funder and the need to hit targets regarding the number of households assisted
meant that the scheme was limited to two relatively short consultations per
household, conducted 4–8 weeks apart. There was insufficient time and
resources to undertake thorough energy efficiency audits, which limited the
scope to provide advice on more substantial retrofits. Furthermore, people
who required assistance over an extended period, such as those unable to inde-
pendently switch energy tariffs or apply for the Warm Home Discount, could
not be provided with such long-term support. This is similar to other energy
advice services in the UK, which typically operate around a single consult-
ation. There is also no UK-wide programme providing detailed energy effi-
ciency recommendations (Ambrose et al., 2019), and the local availability of
advice is highly uneven geographically (Maby, 2020). Overall, our findings
suggest that to maximise the benefits of energy advice, the accessibility and
scope of advice provision needs to be increased nationwide. This includes pro-
viding technical training for advisors to allow them to provide recommenda-
tions on property-level energy efficiency measures and low-carbon heating
systems, introducing longer-term funding models that enable ongoing and
in-depth support for those who require it, and providing a consistent level
of support across different regions (Bouzarovski et al., 2023; Ramsden, 2020).

Regardless of the particularities of an advice programme, our evidence also
shows more fundamental limitations in attempting to ameliorate energy
poverty simply through administering advice. Energy advice is arguably
underpinned by assumptions about individuals having the capacity make
choices that will reduce their vulnerability to energy poverty. Yet we found
that the ability of advisors to provide assistance, and for people to act upon
and benefit from the advice they are given, was restricted by deeper systemic
issues. These included the design of the UK’s retail energy provision, which
favours those with greater economic, social, and cultural resources; the restrict-
ive eligibility criteria of energy efficiency funding programmes; over a decade
of austerity leading to a meagre and highly conditional social security system;
and the influence of social relations, occupancy patterns and health circum-
stances on domestic energy usage. The COVID-19 pandemic and its associated
lockdowns and economic recession, and more recently severe increases in
energy prices and the wider cost-of-living, have greatly exacerbated the chal-
lenges and suffering experienced by many. In the face of such macro-scale
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pressures, the ability of individual advice provision to ameliorate energy
poverty is limited. Whilst it may offer important but partial respite, many
households are ultimately rendered vulnerable to energy poverty by structural
and institutional arrangements that cannot be altered simply through advice
provision and individuals making different choices.

There is thus a need to be realistic about what energy advice alone can
achieve. It can provide valuable benefits, but it is not a panacea to energy
poverty. Recent attempts by politicians and commentators to promote
energy advice and individual behaviour change as simple and straightforward
solutions to the energy price crisis (Nixon, 2022) and energy poverty more
generally, represent a characteristically neoliberal form of governmentality
that seeks to responsibilise individuals who are suffering whilst obscuring
the political and structural roots of their plight (Childs, 2022; Robinson,
2022). This is not an entirely new concern, as other social policies centring
on education and “correcting” individual behaviour – such as the Troubled
Families Programme in the UK (Lambert and Crossley, 2017; Sayer, 2017)
and schemes focusing on budgeting and financial literacy (Humpage et al.,
2023) – have faced similar critiques. Likewise, policies that seek to promote
“green” lifestyles through individual behaviour change often moralise and
stigmatise disadvantaged groups, including women and people on low
incomes (Malier, 2019; Wang, 2016). Our research suggests these problems
risk entering the energy domain, building upon a small body of previous
research taking a more critical and nuanced perspective on the potential impli-
cations of energy advice (Forster et al., 2019; Ramsden, 2020; Warren and
Foulds, 2020).

To address energy poverty, fundamentally what is required are “trans-
formative” (Fraser, 1995) policies that address and reconfigure the structural
and institutional arrangements that generate the problem in the first place.
Energy advice would still play an important role in such an approach – for
example, by supporting households in navigating a new and extensive set of
funding programmes available to finance domestic energy efficiency retrofits,
and by cultivating collective capacities for action at the level of entire neigh-
bourhoods and communities (Bouzarovski et al., 2023). But it would be one
part of a larger programme of concerted, comprehensive, and ambitious polit-
ical action to promote social justice.
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Annex 1. Interviewee list

Interviewee code Job role

A1 Environmental Health Officer
A2 Energy advisor
A3 Energy advisor
A4 Environmental Health Officer
A5 (Former) energy advisor
A6 Energy advisor
A7 Housing advisor
A8 Housing advisor
A9 Housing advisor
A10 Housing advisor
A11 Energy advisor
A12 (Former) energy advisor
A13 Energy advisor
A14 Energy advisor
A15 Environmental Health Officer
A16 Energy advisor
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