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Who we are

Citizens Advice Scotland (CAS), our 59-member Citizen Advice Bureaux (CAB) and the Extra Help Unit, 
form Scotland’s largest independent advice network. Advice provided by our service is free, independent, 
confidential, impartial and available to everyone. Our self-help website Advice for Scotland provides 
information on rights and helps people solve their problems. During 2019-20, the entire Citizens Advice 
network provided advice and assistance to over 188,000 individuals; this equates to one in every 24 
adults living in Scotland. The network put a little over £170 million back into people’s pockets during 
this time, with every £1 invested in core advice funding returning £16 in gains for people. Our extensive 
footprint is important in helping us understand how issues impact locally and nationally across the 
country and the different impacts that policies can have in different areas.
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1. Executive Summary

Fuel poverty in Scotland can affect anyone, 
regardless of who they are or where they come 
from. It does not discriminate on the basis of a 
person’s age, race or sex although if a person has 
one of the protected characteristics the likelihood 
of them living in fuel poverty can sometimes be 
higher.

The most recent statistics show that one in four 
people in Scotland live in fuel poverty and this 
number is expected to rise as a result of the 
coronavirus pandemic. 

The Fuel Poverty (Targets, Definition and 
Strategy) (Scotland) Act 2019 requires the 
Scottish Government to publish a fuel poverty 
strategy, outline what steps will be taken to 
meet fuel poverty targets and identify the 
characteristics of households likely to be in fuel 
poverty or for whom getting out of fuel poverty 
presents particular challenges.

The Citizens Advice network in Scotland gathers 
demographic data on those who contact their 
local Citizens Advice Bureau for support (CAB 
clients) as well as information on the types of 
issues on which people seek advice, including fuel 
poverty.

This demographic data allows for examination of 
CAB clients who have protected characteristics 
and whether they are more or less likely to seek 
advice on fuel poverty-related issues.

The Citizens Advice network gathers demographic 
data on five of the nine protected characteristics 
outlined in the Equality Act 2010 - age, disability, 
marriage and civil partnership, race and sex. Our 
key findings for each of these characteristics are 
presented below:

 > Age 
In 2019-20, CAB clients seeking fuel 
poverty-related advice were more likely to 
be aged between 25 and 44 and less likely 
to be aged over 60 than clients seeking 
advice on other topics. 
 
 

 > Disability 
CAB clients seeking advice on fuel poverty-
related issues were more likely to have 
a health condition that limited them a 
little compared to clients seeking advice 
on other topics and less likely to have no 
health condition. However, they were not 
more likely to have a health condition that 
limited them a lot.

 > Marriage and civil partnership 
The network’s data on relationship status 
includes those who are co-habiting in the 
same group as those who are married or in 
a civil partnership. Nevertheless, in 2019-
20, CAB clients seeking fuel poverty-related 
advice were substantially less likely be 
married, cohabiting or in a civil partnership 
than those seeking advice on other topics 
and were more likely to be single.

 > Race 
The majority of CAB clients seeking advice 
on fuel poverty issues in 2019-20 were 
white with a small number of clients from 
other ethnicities. Small differences can be 
discerned but due to small numbers, it is 
not possible to draw a definitive conclusion 
on any differences.

 > Sex 
When considering CAB data through the 
lens of the protected characteristics of sex, 
the difference between the number of CAB 
clients seeking fuel poverty-related advice 
compared with clients seeking advice 
on other issues is very small making it 
difficult to draw a conclusion on differences 
between the client groups. 

This report also includes a review of literature 
relevant to each of these five protected 
characteristics and the relationship with fuel 
poverty. In some cases little has been published 
although there have been recent developments 
in relation to wider poverty, such as the recent 
work commissioned by Fair By Design exploring 
the poverty premium and link with the protected 
characteristics (Fair By Design, 2021).
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Scotland’s Fuel Poverty Strategy is due to be 
published in 2021 following the passing, with 
unanimous support, of the Fuel Poverty (Targets, 
Definition and Strategy) (Scotland) Act in June 
2019.

At the time of the Bill’s passage through 
Parliament, the Scottish Government stated 
a commitment that during the subsequent 
development of the strategy, due consideration 
would be given to the barriers faced by people 
in the protected characteristics groups as 
outlined under the Equality Act 2010 (Bill Policy 
Memorandum, 2018).

The Equality Act 2010 protects nine 
characteristics and makes it unlawful to 
discriminate against someone on the basis of:

 > Age

 > Disability 

 > Gender reassignment

 > Marriage and civil partnership

 > Pregnancy and maternity

 > Race

 > Religion or belief

 > Sex

 > Sexual orientation

Some information on the relationship between 
fuel poverty and the protected characteristics is 
already gathered in Scotland. For example, the 
annual Scottish House Condition Survey (SHCS) 
gathers data on fuel poverty rates within three 
main types of household, one of which is older 
households where at least one resident is over 
the age of 65.

There is, however, little further disaggregated 
data on how fuel poverty manifests within 
the groups of people who have protected 
characteristics, including the five on which 
the Citizens Advice network gathers client 
demographic information.

The Citizens Advice network in Scotland 
comprises 59 local Citizens Advice Bureaux, 
Citizens Advice Scotland and the Extra Help Unit 
(a specialist unit providing support to vulnerable 
energy and postal consumers). Each bureau has a 
footprint in its own local community and gathers 
demographic data of those who contact their 
local bureau as well as the types of issues on 
which they seek help.

This demographic data allows for examination of 
CAB clients who have protected characteristics 
and whether they are more or less likely to 
seek advice on fuel poverty-related issues. We 
have summarised this data to inform Scottish 
Government officials as they design Scotland’s 
Fuel Poverty Strategy.

Fuel poverty, as with any other inequality, may 
vary within the groups of people who have a 
protected characteristic and care should be taken 
so as not to view those people as forming some 
kind of homogenous group. Within a group of 
people with a specific protected characteristic 
there may be differences, there may be overlaps 
with another protected characteristic and there 
may also be links with other differences such as 
income level or housing tenure. 

2. Policy context
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3. Client demographic data and 
advice codes

When a client visits or contacts a Citizens Advice 
Bureau (CAB) for advice, details are recorded in 
a case-recording system called CASTLE. Certain 
details about the client will be recorded – or 
updated if the client has previously contacted the 
CAB - along with details of their query or problem 
and the advice that was provided to them. 
This advice is represented by ‘advice codes’, 
which provide a means to examine how client 
demographics may or may not differ across the 
different advice topics.

Demographic information is self-identified 
by the client – either the adviser will ask the 
questions of the client and add the answers into 
CASTLE as they do this or the client will be asked 
to complete the questions themselves while 
additional consent forms are completed.

For advice that is related to fuel poverty 
specifically, advisers do not record whether or not 
a client’s situation matches the formal definition 
of fuel poverty. However, there are several advice 
codes that identify advice that is related to 
difficulty affording energy costs: 

Table 1: Difficult affording energy costs advice codes
Level 1 Level 2 Level 3

Debt Fuel debts

Creditor harassment
Direct deductions from benefits
Direct deductions from meter
Difficulty making payments
Enforcement action / third party debt collection inc. 
harassment
Liability for debt
Pre-payment meter standing charge
Threatened and actual disconnection of supply

Utilities and communications Fuel

Energy assistance applications
Pre-payment meter - emergency credit
Warm Home Discount
Pre-payment meter - discretionary credits
Trust fund applications / fuel vouchers

Although it is appreciated that the advice codes 
laid out in Table 1 do not address fuel poverty 
directly, for the purposes of this report these 
advice codes will together be referred to as ‘fuel 
poverty-related advice’. 

CASTLE records client demographic data 
insofar as it enables the adviser to assist the 
client. This means that data about some of the 
characteristics protected under the Equality Act 
(2010) are held while other characteristics are not 
recorded.

Specifically, clients are asked their age, ethnicity 
(race), relationship status (marriage and civil 
partnership), sex and whether they have a long-
term health condition and how much it limits 
them in their daily life (disability).

The analysis set out here examines these 
demographic data associated with clients who 
have received fuel poverty-related advice in 
2019-20.
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It is important to note that for demographic 
characteristics of a person experiencing fuel 
poverty to be recorded on CASTLE, there are two 
‘selection stages’ through which that person 
must pass. This reduces the extent to which fuel 
poverty-related advice provision at bureaux can 
be taken as a measure of fuel poverty itself in the 
wider population.

Firstly, and obviously, it is only people who 
decide to seek advice from bureaux whose data 
is recorded in CASTLE, people experiencing fuel 
poverty who do not seek advice from bureaux are 
not represented. If this characteristic – seeking 
advice at a Citizens Advice Bureau – is not 
randomly distributed across the demographic 
characteristics of interest then the demographic 
breakdown of fuel poverty advice clients is less 
representative of the problem of fuel poverty 
itself. In other words, if (for example) older people 
are more likely to seek advice at bureaux than 
younger people, our data may indicate an older 
age profile in fuel poverty-related advice clients 
than that present in the population of people 
who experience fuel poverty.

Secondly, demographic information is not 
recorded for all CAB clients. There can be a 
number of good reasons for this, for example, 
the client may be very distressed, may be 
short of time or have some kind of difficulty 
communicating. The way a person contacts a 
CAB can also have an impact on the recording of 
demographic information as it is less likely to be 
recorded if the contact method is over the phone 
or through webchat. 

For any of these reasons an adviser may decide 
not to gather demographic information if it 
is not critical to helping the client with their 
problem. Again, if these (or other) reasons for 
data not being collected are not randomly 
distributed across the characteristics of interest, 
the data could be less representative of the true 
demographics of clients seeking fuel poverty-
related advice. It is important, therefore, to note 
the percentage of clients who are recorded 
“unknown” or “prefer not to answer” for each 
characteristic, as a higher percentage means 
more chance that biases in data collection skew 
the statistics.

4. Approach and limitations
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5. Main analysis

Demographic statistics were calculated for the client group who received fuel poverty-
related advice and compared to statistics for clients who received other advice, the overall 
client group, and the Scottish population.

An East of Scotland CAB reports of a client aged 35-44 who owns a very cold 
three-bedroom bungalow where she lives with her partner and children. She 
has a dual electric meter and there are only two suppliers currently available in 
her area. Her supplier does not want to accept her night tariff so she is paying 
between £350-£450 a month and has a debt of £1,900. She says in order to 
feel comfortable at home she would probably have to spend £600 a month. 
CAB highlights that the issues in this case have been reflected with others in 
areas where there are not enough suppliers to compete for providing better fuel 
prices to clients.

In 2019-20, age band was recorded for 97% of fuel poverty-related CAB clients. 
These clients were more likely to be aged between 25 and 44 than non-fuel 
poverty-related clients. The percentage of fuel poverty-related clients in this 
age band was 45.3%, compared to 34.6% of non-fuel poverty-related clients. 
Further, the fuel poverty-related group was less likely to be aged over 60, with 
15.7% in this age group compared to 27.3% of non-fuel poverty-related clients. 

5.1 Age

Table 4: Banded age of fuel poverty-related clients compared to all clients

Age range
FP-related 
clients  %

Non-FP-related 
clients % All clients  %

15 and under 0 0.0% 120 0.1% 120 0.1%
16-17 2 0.1% 807 0.5% 809 0.5%
18-24 160 6.5% 10342 6.8% 10502 6.8%
25-34 496 20.2% 25157 16.5% 25653 16.5%
35-44 616 25.1% 27564 18.1% 28180 18.2%
45-59 796 32.4% 46774 30.7% 47570 30.7%
60-64 185 7.5% 15636 10.2% 15821 10.2%
65-79 170 6.9% 21066 13.8% 21236 13.7%
80+ 33 1.3% 5086 3.3% 5119 3.3%
Prefer not to answer 13 - 2125 - 2138 -
Unknown 62 - 19382 - 19444 -
Total 2533   174059   176592  
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Table 5 compares CAB clients to the Scottish 
population by age band. Because so few people 
under the age of 16 become CAB clients, only 
those 16 and over are included to give a better 
proportional comparison.

In 2019-20, a higher proportion of CAB clients 
(59.1%) were aged between 35 and 64 than the 
proportion of the national population in the same 
age bracket (47.8%). Chart 1 displays these data 

alongside those contained in Table 4. A greater 
proportion of people receiving fuel poverty-
related advice are in the age bands between 25 
and 59 than would be expected based on the 
population age distribution. This suggests that 
people in these age bands are more likely to 
suffer from fuel poverty than people in the other 
age bands. 

Table 5: Banded age of all clients compared to Scottish population
Age range All clients  % Scottish population %1

16-17 809 0.5% 2.4%
18-24 10502 6.8% 10.3%
25-34 25653 16.6% 16.6%
35-44 28180 18.2% 14.8%
45-59 47570 30.7% 25.4%
60-64 15821 10.2% 7.6%
65-79 21236 13.7% 17.0%
80+ 5119 3.3% 5.9%

1  Source: NRS 2019 mid-year population estimates

Chart 1: Age distribution of fuel poverty related clients, all CAB clients and Scottish population.
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5. Main analysis
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5. Main analysis

Of the nine protected characteristics, age is 
arguably the most closely associated with fuel 
poverty. Traditional narratives evoke imagery 
of an older person struggling to stay warm by 
the fire, whilst a more modern interpretation 
may be a working-age family with competing 
expenditures facing a heating or eating dilemma. 
The age of members of a household can tell 
us a lot about the varying impacts of living in 
fuel poverty. As such, age has become a metric 
for lawmakers looking to define fuel poverty, 
statisticians measuring the extent of the issue 
and policymakers designing interventions. 

In Scotland, the definition of fuel poverty 
recognises that certain households have a 
requirement to operate an enhanced heating 
regime (EHR); this allows the Scottish Government 
to ensure that fuel poverty rates accurately 
reflect the heating needs of the population. 
Those over the age of 75 are considered to have 
a requirement for either enhanced heating hours 
or temperatures, depending on the amount of 
time they generally spend at home during the 
winter, whilst households with a child under the 
age of 5 are considered to require both enhanced 
heating hours and temperatures, with the same 
condition on the length of time spent at home 
(Scottish Government, 2019). 

Age continues to be used as a metric for eligibility 
by fuel poverty support schemes. In a recent 
study, the effectiveness of this approach was 
explored in relation to the Warm Home Discount 
(WHD) rebate (Citizens Advice Scotland, 2020). 
Estimated figures for 2018 were broken down 
by MIS demographic to determine which groups 
were missing out on support from the scheme; 
this found that working-age households were 
disproportionately represented as ‘fuel poor but 
not WHD eligible’: single working-age (34.5%) and 
couple working-age (33.5%). Households were 
more likely to fall into this category if they did 
not receive income-related benefits or have an 
income above the scheme’s threshold (£16,190). 
The report called for a better alignment between 
the eligibility criteria of the WHD and the new 
definition of fuel poverty in Scotland, to ensure 
resources are being effectively targeted. In its 
consultation on the WHD scheme 2021/22, BEIS 
quoted these findings when calling for evidence 
from the industry on the range of additional 
criteria used in the Broader Group (BEIS, 2020). 

Literature review:
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A 2008 report looked at the dynamics of bad 
housing on the living standards of children, 
using evidence from the Families and Children 
Study (FACS) (Barnes et al, 2008). FACS is a GB-
wide, longitudinal study collecting evidence on 
families with dependent children, through face-
to-face questionnaires over a four-year period. 
The research looked to determine the impact 
of bad housing, both temporary and persistent, 
on children and the implications of this for 
policy development. The research focused on 
three household characteristics: overcrowding, 
poor state of repair and inadequate heating; 
inadequate heating being the most likely to 
indicate fuel poverty. FACS does not determine 
how much of the household’s income is spent 
on heating the home but asks: “in winter, are 
you able to keep this accommodation warm 
enough?” For the purposes of the study, families 
that respond negatively to this question are 
defined as living in inadequately heated 
accommodation. 

The report determined that 1 in 20 children were 
living in inadequately heated accommodation 
(5%). A number of social and developmental 
impacts were identified: children experiencing 
inadequate heating were less likely to complete 
homework – this could indicate a lack of 
quiet space if members of the household are 
congregating in the warm rooms. Similarly, 
there is a correlation between children living 
in inadequately heated accommodation and 
skipping school, being robbed or mugged in their 
local area, and not having been on holiday within 

the last year. In terms of tenure, those in private 
and social lets were more likely to experience 
inadequate heating than homeowners (14% 
and 13% vs 2%), whilst children in families with 
multiple debts were more than twice as likely 
to answer negatively when questioned about 
keeping warm (11% vs 4%). Inadequately heated 
households were less likely to have central 
heating and more likely to have prepayment 
meters. 

The link between housing and child outcomes 
is well-established but studies that consider 
the impact of duration are less common; FACS 
achieves this by revisiting families throughout the 
study. The report found that inadequate heating 
is less of a persistent issue than overcrowding 
and poor state of repair (4% vs 13% and 6%). 
However, for children experiencing inadequate 
heating, there is a clear association between the 
length of time living in bad housing and having 
a long-standing illness or disability; inadequate 
heating is also linked to chest and breathing 
problems in children. Having at least one parent 
working 16 hours or more per week was linked to 
lower rates of persistent inadequate heating (2% 
with vs 10% without), whilst children in larger 
families (4 or more children) were more likely to 
experience inadequate heating on a temporary 
basis than smaller families (3 children or less). A 
correlation between moving house and persistent 
inadequate heating was also established – 
this suggests that private renters often find 
themselves moving from one example of poor 
housing to another.

5. Main analysis

Families and children
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5. Main analysis

Research published in 2018 looked at student 
experiences of energy in the private sector in 
terms of their use and management of energy 
and the extent to which this leads to living in 
cold homes (National Union of Students, 2018). 
Researchers conducted an online survey of 2509 
students across the United Kingdom and held a 
series of focus groups with 41 participants. Most 
of the survey respondents were young adults: 
age 19-20 (34%); 21-22 (29%); 25-35 (20%) and 
just under one-tenth were based in Scotland 
during term-time (8%). The rationale for the 
study was the existence of a cultural expectation 
that it is acceptable for students to live in sub-
standing housing and the fact that there has 
been little fuel poverty research conducted 
amongst the student population. Respondents 
were asked if they felt “uncomfortably cold” in 
their accommodation – a qualitative approach to 
identify fuel poverty risk amongst the sample. 

Respondents were found to be generally satisfied 
with the quality of their accommodation (72%) 
but this is caveated with the fact that many 
had low expectations. In contrast, participants 
commonly reported feeling cold and miserable, 
with their mental health and wellbeing affected. 
The shared nature of accommodation meant 
that there is regular negotiation (often contested) 
about energy expenditure; a consequence of 
this is that individuals who found their energy 
costs to be affordable actually still lived in the 

cold – the report terms this group as being “cold 
by proxy”. More than half of the respondents 
said their accommodation was colder than 
they would have liked during the winter (55%) 
and 43% had turned off the heating due to 
cost considerations. Studying in cold conditions 
was referenced as being particularly difficult, 
although some managed to put a positive spin 
on this by stating that it forced them to spend 
more time in the library.

The research identified various correlations 
between how tenants paid for their energy 
consumption and the likelihood of feeling 
“uncomfortably cold” in their accommodation. 
For example, over a quarter stated that their gas 
and/or electricity costs were included in their rent 
(28%) with these households less likely to feel 
uncomfortably cold but the opposite was true for 
the 8% of tenants who had prepayment meters. 
Whilst this could reflect a cost difference in real 
terms, it indicates a psychological aspect to how 
different payment methods influence a person’s 
perception of warmth. When questioned on the 
process of viewing and securing accommodation, 
more than half had requested an EPC but had not 
received one, whilst poor knowledge of heating 
systems and regimes amongst the participants 
was apparent. 15% had switched supplier in their 
current accommodation but a majority believed 
they were not allowed to. 

Young adults
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5. Main analysis

A 2008 study looked at changing attitudes to 
the cold by surveying 267 older people in County 
Durham (Anderson et al, 2009). Instead of using 
proxies as fuel poverty indicators, researchers 
asked participants if they had felt cold in their 
household during the winter – this qualitative 
approach provided a straightforward way of 
identifying risk and ensured that views from 
those who experience fuel poverty in a transient 
sense were not omitted. The research provides 
useful insight into attitudes to the cold amongst 
older people, behaviour and coping mechanisms 
that households employ and factors relating to 
the uptake of support services/schemes. 

There was a general awareness that exposure to 
the cold is bad for you but some participants did 
not realise the longer-term impacts this can have. 
Those who regularly felt cold were more likely to 
report being worried about fuel bills (56%) and 
more likely to have turned down the heating to 
reduce costs; this suggests that concerns linked 
to fuel costs were not always a result of having 
achieved thermal comfort in the household. Of 
the major household expenditures, fuel bills were 
perceived to be a variable, discretionary area that 
people have control over and where money can 
be saved. Although many had switched supplier, 
there was scepticism about the benefits of this, 
which suggests that the perception that savings 
are available on energy bills was linked to the 
option of self-rationing as opposed to seeking a 
better deal in the market.  

94% of participants stated that they were doing 
“everything they can to stay warm”. Despite this, 
few respondents were interested in receiving 
advice about coping with the cold and only half 

had completed a benefit entitlement check. 
Over a fifth referred to draughts and poor 
insulation being an issue and this figure was 
more than twice as high amongst respondents 
who reported feeling cold in the winter. Even 
those who recognised that the energy efficiency 
of their homes could be improved felt there was 
nothing that they could do about it, with cost 
being the main barrier. Respondents that were 
unlikely to seek advice on energy issues indicated 
that they would not feel comfortable obtaining 
this from certain sources – in this regard, GPs and 
Citizens Advice Bureaux were deemed to be more 
trusted than local authorities or energy suppliers. 

Research published in 2018 found that 
older households were less likely than other 
demographics to self-report as struggling with 
issues related to fuel poverty (Citizens Advice 
Scotland, 2018). Those who reported managing 
financially were nearly four times as likely to 
be over 65 as those who reported struggling 
financially. Although the findings concluded that 
those who struggled to heat their home in winter 
were more likely to be younger than older, the 
idea of “managing financially” was not fixed, 
with many reporting that they were managing by 
cutting out essential expenditure on things like 
food and travel. This suggests that, in addition 
to household economics, perception of what 
constitutes “managing” may be a factor in low 
self-reporting amongst older households. Similar 
attitudes were identified by recent research into 
the lived experience of fuel poverty in Scotland, 
which found evidence of generational cultural 
norms among older people which viewed frugal 
fuel practices as virtuous (Scottish Government, 
2020).

Older people
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5. Main analysis

In finalising groups for inclusion in EHR 1 and 
2, the Scottish Government accepted the 
recommendation of its Definition Review Panel, 
which concluded that: “age per se is not a 
particular (sic) useful criterion for classifying 
people as vulnerable to cold-related health 
impacts. In the absence of any long-term ill-
health or disability, the Panel took the view that 
age should not become a proxy for disability, until 
a much older threshold in Scotland (which is 60 
years). A threshold nearer to 75 to 80 years might 
be more appropriate.” (Scottish Government, 
2017).

A recent blog argued that many older people 
were putting themselves at risk of health 
problems such as heart disease, respiratory and 
circulatory illnesses as a result of inadequate 

heating (Age Scotland, 2020). Whilst this points to 
the increased risks of extended exposure to the 
cold, it is also a reference to the findings of the 
2018 SHCS which found that older households 
were more than twice as likely to live in extreme 
fuel poverty than families (13% v 6%). Being 
stuck in the most extreme form of fuel poverty 
suggests there is a permanence to the issues 
faced by this demographic. The blog references 
fixed incomes and living in older, hard-to-heat 
properties as two examples of this but also 
the fact that older people as less likely to be 
confident internet users, and, in turn, are more 
likely to be stuck on their supplier’s standard 
variable tariff.
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5. Main analysis

The CASTLE case recording system records 
whether a client has a long-term health condition 
and whether that condition limits them in their 
daily life. This information was recorded for 74% 
of fuel poverty-related clients in 2019-20. Fuel 
poverty-related clients were more likely to have 

a health condition that limited them a little 
compared to non-fuel poverty clients. However, 
they were not more likely to have a health 
condition that limited them a lot. They were less 
likely to have no health condition.

Table 9: Whether clients have limiting health condition

Health condition
FP-related 
clients  %

Non-FP 
related 
clients % All clients  %

No health condition 879 47.0% 53546 51.6% 54425 51.6%
Health condition non-limiting 34 1.8% 1741 1.7% 1775 1.7%
Health condition limiting a little 404 21.6% 16591 16.0% 16995 16.1%
Health condition limiting a lot 554 29.6% 31819 30.7% 32373 30.7%
Prefer not to answer 176 - 11631 - 11807 -
Unknown 486 - 58731 - 59217 -
Total 2533   174059   176592  

5.2 Disability

An East of Scotland CAB reports of a client aged 60-64 who is unable to work 
due to disability. He and his wife, who has blood cancer, live in private rented 
accommodation and pay £194 a month via direct debit based on estimated 
energy usage. He recently received a bill from his energy supplier for £1,500 of 
arrears after providing a meter reading. He cannot understand why his bills are 
so high, as a result he and his wife have very little income and are looking for a 
foodbank referral. They are reluctant to put on the heating due to the high bills 
despite their health issues. They are in receipt of a number of benefits including 
PIP, ESA, Carer’s Allowance and Council Tax Reduction. CAB was able to arrange 
for a food parcel to be dropped off at their home and for a Macmillan Grant to 
be paid to help with the heating.
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5. Main analysis

Table 10 shows one of the starkest demographic 
differences seen when comparing CAB clients to 
general population demographics. CAB clients 
are nearly twice as likely to have a limiting health 
condition compared the population generally. 
The role that CAB plays in assisting clients to 
apply for and maintain social security claims is 
likely to be the main reason for this aspect of CAB 
client demographics. The over-representation of 
clients with a limiting health condition in the fuel 

poverty advice client group may be indicative 
of the fundamental interconnectedness of fuel 
poverty and low income, which is in turn closely 
associated with reliance on benefits for income. 
In other words, clients with a limiting health 
condition may be more likely to receive fuel 
poverty-related advice because they are also 
more likely to be seeking advice for issues related 
to low income.

Table 10: CAB clients compared do Scottish population – limiting health condition
Health condition All clients  % Scottish population %2

No health condition 54425 53.2% 74.1%
Health condition non-limiting 1775
Health condition limiting a little 16995 46.8% 25.9%
Health condition limiting a lot 32373

2  Source: Scottish Surveys Core Questions 2019
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5. Main analysis

As has already been noted by Inclusion Scotland 
in response to a call for views of the Fuel Poverty 
Bill as it was passing through Parliament, disabled 
people are more likely to live in poverty after 
housing costs than non-disabled people, they are 
more likely to experience material deprivation 
and they are more likely to experience additional 
costs as a result of their impairment or condition 
(Inclusion Scotland, 2018).

Scope’s Disability Price Tag (Touchet and 
Morciano, 2019) included research based on 
analysis of Family Resources Survey data which 
covers people with a long-standing illness, 
disability or impairment causing significant 
difficulty with day-to-day activities. Everyone 
classified as disabled under this definition would 
also be classified as disabled under the Equality 
Act 2010. The research highlighted that a third 
of disabled households reported their disability 
has an impact on their energy costs – either 
because they need to use more heating to stay 
warm or because of the cost of running assistive 
equipment. There is evidence to suggest that 
this can also be the experience of those with 
additional health needs, but who may not be 
classified as disabled (Middlemiss and Gillard, 
2015).

Fuel poverty and disabled 
people: the impact of policy 
change
Research by the University of York published 
in 2013 investigated the relationship between 
fuel poverty and disability in the context of 
policy change as a result of austerity (Snell et 
al, 2013). It included statistical analysis of the 
English Housing Survey using three measures of 

fuel poverty (the 10% basic and full income as 
well as the low income high cost measures) and 
findings from qualitative interviews with 16 key 
stakeholders (agencies that worked to address 
fuel poverty) and 19 disabled people and parents 
of disabled children.

The statistical analysis of the English Housing 
Survey found that a greater proportion of 
households in which disabled people were 
living were fuel poor than households which 
did not contain disabled people. It also found 
that for households containing disabled people, 
fuel poverty rates were highest in the private 
rented sector and amongst households using 
prepayment methods.

The qualitative analysis of households in which 
disabled people were living highlighted a diverse 
range of experiences in terms of affordability of 
the inhabitants’ energy costs. For those reliant 
on benefits, managing their energy costs was 
becoming increasingly difficult. A number of 
respondents and stakeholders interviewed 
also highlighted the difficulties of maintaining 
adequate levels of warmth in households 
containing disabled people.

The report recommended ensuring that the 
needs of disabled people are fully acknowledged 
within fuel poverty policy through a recognition 
of their diverse needs which may fluctuate and 
which, in some instances, may be masked by 
official statistics. It also recommended that 
tackling the problem of fuel poverty should not 
be limited to fuel poverty policymakers but also 
include those working in areas such as health 
and social care. A further recommendation called 
for serious attention to be paid to the suitability 
of prepayment meters for disabled people in 
terms of their usability and given the increased 
risks associated with self-disconnection.

Literature review:
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A 2013 project in the London Borough of 
Wandsworth set out to explore the extent to 
which adults with a learning disability living 
independently were making decisions about 
heating and lighting in relation to their ability to 
afford the cost (Pettingell, 2013). Focusing on 12 
adults, the project found that the participants 
found it hard to relate their use of energy to the 
bills they were paying. 

It was established early on that taking account of 
benefit income and their expenditure on energy, 
none of the participants could be defined as fuel 
poor (spending at least 10% of their income on 
keeping warm). However, all were struggling on 
low incomes and were motivated to take part in 
the project by the possibility of saving money. 
Some were in debt and there was very little 
sense they felt in control of their energy costs. 
Most paid for their energy using a prepayment 
system, topping up regularly with the same 
amounts without regard to actual use. Despite 
prepayment being one of the most expensive 

ways of paying for their energy, none of the 
card users were prepared to change to another 
method of payment. They were fearful of change 
and although there was understanding they 
must pay for energy, they did not understand the 
choices available to them with regard to different 
payment methods and different tariffs. 

The project concluded that people with a learning 
disability are considerably disadvantaged by not 
being able to avail themselves of the best rates 
and the most cost-effective payment methods. 
Nevertheless, with support, information about 
energy saving measures had been retained, 
participants perceived they had saved money 
and nine out of 12 recorded significant 
savings. Key recommendations included that 
organisations and individuals helping people 
with a learning disability should support learning 
about energy efficiency and that energy suppliers 
should consider tariffs and payment methods 
suitable for this group.

Adults with learning disabilities
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A 2013 study aimed to better understand the 
energy needs of disabled adults and families 
with disabled children (Graham et al, 2013). From 
existing literature, key features of the relationship 
between disabled people and fuel poverty 
were identified and these were then explored 
further through a series of interviews with 
organisations which work with disabled people 
and families with disabled children. Household 
income was found to be a significant factor, as 
was the additional energy use associated with 
a range of disabilities, which is consistent with 
the recognised drivers of fuel poverty. The report 
also highlights the increased risks of living in fuel 
poverty for affected households. 

The report found that households with one or 
more disabled members are more likely to be in 
poverty or on a low income. Similarly, those on 
lower incomes are more likely to have a long-
term, limiting illness than those in better-off 
households. This pressure on the household 
finances poses a significant risk to the wellbeing 
of disabled adults and children and this is 
especially true when faced with a heating or 
eating dilemma. People with mobility issues 
often spend longer periods at home, which 
results in increased energy expenditure, and 
this is before additional costs are considered, 

for example: charging the battery of a mobility 
scooter. For those with fluctuating conditions 
(example: multiple sclerosis) requirements can 
be unpredictable and this makes it difficult 
to manage energy consumption and budget 
effectively. 

As aforementioned in relation to the EHR, certain 
medical conditions require a high, constant and 
ambient temperature to aid recovery and/or 
maintain wellbeing, and this comes at a cost. 
The report gives the example of a cancer patient 
undergoing treatment and suffering from night 
sweats – this requires round-the-clock heating 
even in the summer months. In making the case 
for energy efficiency, the study found that poor 
housing is more prevalent amongst disabled 
people and families with disabled children; cold 
and damp conditions are particularly detrimental 
to those with respiratory conditions and children 
with low immunity. To tackle these issues, the 
report calls for recognition of the additional 
needs of households with disabilities in energy 
regulation and industry vulnerability strategies, 
as well as recommending better inclusion of 
households with disabilities in fuel poverty 
support schemes.

5. Main analysis

Disabled adults and families with disabled children
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The Equality Act 2010 states that a person has 
the protected characteristics of marriage and 
civil partnership if the person is married or is 
in a civil partnership. Under the Act, people do 
not have this protected characteristic if they 
are: single; living with someone as a couple but 
are not married or civil partners; engaged to be 
married but not married; or divorced or someone 
whose civil partnership has been dissolved.

There is little data or research available in 
Scotland or the UK in relation to fuel poverty 
amongst people who have this specific protected 
characteristic. Information is not currently 
available on the Scottish Government’s Equality 
Evidence Provider on fuel poverty or indeed on 
poverty more broadly within this characteristic 
group and disaggregated data is not collected 
as part of the annual Scottish House Condition 
Survey.

Relationship status was recorded for 80% of 
fuel poverty-related clients in 2019-20 under 
the following categories: Divorced/dissolved 
partnership; Marriage/cohabiting/in a civil 
partnership; Separated in a legal partnership; 
Single/never married; Widowed; Other. 

It is, therefore, not possible to separate 
those clients who are married or in a civil 
partnership from those who are co-habiting 
and who therefore may not have this protected 
characteristic. 

Nevertheless, as can be seen in Table 11, CAB 
clients seeking fuel poverty-related advice 
were substantially less likely to be recorded as 
“Married/cohabiting/in a civil partnership” than 
those not seeking fuel poverty-related advice and 
were more likely to be single. 

Table 11: Relationship status of CAB clients

Relationship status
FP-related 
clients  %

Non-FP-related 
clients % All clients  %

Divorced / dissolved 
partnership 263 12.9% 11373 9.9% 11636 10.0%
Married / cohabiting / in 
a civil partnership 494 24.3% 45377 39.5% 45871 39.2%
Other 24 1.2% 1626 1.4% 1650 1.4%
Prefer not to answer 95 - 8612 - 8707 -
Separated in a legal 
partnership 143 7.0% 6216 5.4% 6359 5.4%
Single / never been 
married 1003 49.3% 42699 37.2% 43702 37.4%
Unknown 403 - 50608 - 51011 -
Widowed 108 5.3% 7548 6.6% 7656 6.6%
Total 2533   174059   176592  

5.3 Marriage and civil partnership
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Table 12 shows the breakdown of relationship 
status for CAB clients and the Scottish population. 
The categories over-represented among CAB 
clients are those most likely to be reported by 
people living alone. As above, clients receiving 
fuel poverty-related advice are more likely to be 

single than clients generally. Therefore, given that 
clients generally are more likely to be single when 
compared to the population, the prevalence of 
single people in the fuel poverty-related group 
seems starker.

Table 12: Relationship status of CAB clients and Scottish population
Relationship status All clients  % SSCQ category Scottish population %3

Divorced / dissolved 
partnership

11636 10.0% Divorced/Dissolved 
civil partnership

7.7%

Married / cohabiting / in a civil 
partnership

45871 39.2% Married/Civil 
partnership

46.6%

Other 1650 1.4% (Not present) -
Separated in a legal 
partnership

6359 5.4% Separated 1.9%

Single / never been married 43702 37.4% Never married - 
single/DK

36.5%

Widowed 7656 6.6% Widowed/Bereaved 
civil partner

7.3%

3  Source: Scottish Surveys Core Questions 2019
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In England, it has consistently been documented 
that single parents are the household type most 
likely to be living in fuel poverty (BEIS, 2021). 
This chimes with the data above in Table 8, that, 
among CAB clients, the most common household 
types receiving fuel poverty-related advice are 
single working-age adults (39.7%) and single 
parent families (13.8%).

Very little has been written about fuel poverty 
among people with the protected characteristic 
of marriage and civil partnership. Looking at 
poverty more broadly within the characteristic 
group is, however, possible and is relevant given 
low income is a driver of fuel poverty.

Research by the University of Lincoln has 
highlighted that couples who are married or in 
a civil partnership (and particularly those who 
do not have children) are less likely to be in 
the bottom two quintiles of household income 
distribution and more likely to be in the two top 
quintiles than any other family type (Culliney et 
al, 2014). The research highlights that a higher 
percentage of people who are married or in a 
civil partnership are in paid work in comparison 
with those who are co-habiting and that they are 
also more likely to be owner-occupiers than co-
habiting couples.

Even when considering those couples who do 
have children, children in families where the 
parents were married or in a civil partnership 
were both less likely to be materially deprived 
and in low or severe low-income families than 
those with cohabiting parents or single parents.

There were similar findings in research carried 
out by the Institute of Fiscal Studies in 2013 into 
the differences between married and co-habiting 
couples and child outcomes. It found that 
married couples had higher incomes than those 
who were co-habiting, were more likely to own 
or have a mortgage for their home (86% versus 
54%) and were less likely to report having trouble 
affording food (19.9% versus 29.9%) (Crawford et 
al, 2013).

This is not to say that marital status is the cause 
of these differences, which may simply reflect 
differences in other areas rather than being 
caused by being married or in a civil partnership, 
sometimes known as the ‘selection issue’.

When considering the impact income can have 
on the likelihood of a household being in fuel 
poverty therefore, it is possible to suggest that 
those couples with the protected characteristic of 
marriage and civil partnership are less likely to be 
in fuel poverty than other household types. This 
is reflected by the client data from the Citizens 
Advice network in Scotland which reaffirms 
the position that those who are single (and 
particularly single parents) are most likely to seek 
fuel poverty-related advice.

Literature review:
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The Equality Act 2010 defines race as including: 
colour, nationality, or ethnic or national origins.

Ethnicity was recorded for 83.9% of fuel poverty-
related CAB clients in 2019-20. Of those, 94.3% 
were white, which is slightly higher than 93.3% 
of all CAB clients who were white. The fact that 
such a large proportion of CAB clients are white 
means that differences in proportions are very 

small for clients providing a non-white ethnicity. 
Table 2 shows that, along with white clients, 
African clients were slightly over-represented in 
the fuel poverty advice group, while Asian clients 
and those in the ‘Other ethnic group’ category 
are under-represented in the fuel poverty advice 
group. These differences, however, are small.

Table 2: Ethnicity of fuel poverty-related clients compared to all clients

Ethnicity
FP related 
clients %4

Non-FP related 
clients % All clients %

African 42 2.0% 1779 1.5% 1821 1.5%
Asian, Asian Scottish  
or Asian British 44 2.1% 3122 2.6% 3166 2.6%
Caribbean, Caribbean  
or Black 10 0.5% 332 0.3% 342 0.3%
Mixed or multiple  
ethnic groups 7 0.3% 520 0.4% 527 0.4%
Other ethnic group 18 0.8% 2207 1.9% 2225 1.8%
Prefer not to answer 56 - 5967 - 6023  -
Unknown 351 - 49812 - 50163  -
White 2005 94.3% 110322 93.3% 112327 93.3%
Total 2533  - 174061 - 176594  -

4  Percentages are calculated excluding ‘Prefer not to answer’ and ‘Unknown’.

5.4 Race
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The most recent available source of estimates of 
the Scottish population by ethnicity is provided 
by the Scottish Surveys Core Questions (SSCQ)5 
dataset. However, when matching this dataset to 
the CASTLE database it is only possible to match 
on a three-category breakdown of ethnicity, 
comprised of ‘White’, ‘Asian, Asian Scottish or 
Asian British’, and a category grouping all other 

ethnicities together. Moreover, since CASTLE only 
records one ‘White’ ethnicity, while the SSQC has 
four, the assumption has to be made that all 
those who would be identified as part of one of 
the four SSQC ethnicities would be recorded as 
‘White’ in CASTLE, rather than as ‘Other ethnic 
group’.

Table 3: Ethnicity CAB clients compared to the Scottish population

Ethnicity
FP related 
clients % All clients %

Scottish population %6

Asian, Asian Scottish or Asian British 2.1% 3166 2.6% 2.9%
African 3.6% 1821 4.1% 1.8 %
Caribbean, Caribbean or Black 342
Mixed or multiple ethnic groups 527
Other ethnic group 2225
White 94.3% 112327 93.3% 95.2%1

Prefer not to answer - 6023  - -
Unknown - 50163  - -
Total 176594  -
1 Combined: White: Scottish, White: British, White: Polish, White: Other.

5  https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-surveys-core-questions-2019/ 
6  Source: Scottish Surveys Core Questions 2019

On this basis, Table 3 compares fuel poverty-
related clients to all CAB clients and the Scottish 
population. In 2019-20, the proportion of CAB 
clients recorded as having an Asian or White 
ethnicity was smaller than the corresponding 
population proportions estimated by the SSCQ 
dataset, although the difference for those with 
Asian ethnicity was small. Correspondingly, 
4.1% of CAB clients were recorded as having a 
different ethnicity, despite the SSCQ estimating 
on 1.8% of the Scottish population being in this 
group. This suggests that people in this group 

are more likely to seek advice from CAB than 
people in other ethnicity groupings. However, the 
aggregated percentage of fuel poverty-related 
clients with ethnicity other than Asian or White 
was smaller at 3.6%, suggesting that – when 
aggregated – that group is less likely to required 
fuel poverty-related advice. While it must be kept 
in mind that analysis by ethnicity is hampered 
by the number of non-white clients being small, 
the data presented here clearly does not provide 
evidence of significant variation in experience of 
fuel poverty between ethnic groups.
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Fuel poverty data in relation to race is not 
currently collected in Scotland. In England, 
however, it has been collected for 16 years. The 
latest available figures for England published in 
December 2020 show that in the two years to 
March 2019, an average of 10.3% of households 
were in fuel poverty. White households were less 
likely to be in fuel poverty than those from all 
other ethnic groups combined (BEIS, 2020).

It should be noted that England has a different 
definition of fuel poverty than Scotland and 
classes a household as being fuel poor if its 
fuel costs are above average and its disposable 
income after housing and fuel costs is less than 
60% of the average disposable income of all 
households in England.

Housing conditions
In Scotland, fuel poverty statistics do not provide 
equivalent figures for race, but a 2021 evidence 
review provides insight into the housing needs 
of minority ethnic groups (Scottish Government, 
2021). Considering mainly qualitative literature 
from Scotland, the report assesses the available 
evidence before the COVID-19 pandemic and 
provides a baseline against which the housing-
related impacts of the pandemic on minority 
ethnic households can be considered. In this 
context, the term ‘minority ethnic’ refers to 
the 11% of the Scottish population whose self-
defined identity is not ‘White Scottish/British’; 
therefore, this includes groups such as ‘White 
Irish’, ‘White Polish’ and ‘White Other’ . The report 
recognises that the minority ethnic population in 
Scotland is not a homogenous group and points 
to the distinct identities and cultural differences 

within these communities. 

Through secondary analysis of the SHCS, it is 
determined that fuel poverty and extreme 
fuel poverty rates were statistically similar for 
minority ethnic households (27% and 13%) and 
‘White Scottish/British’ households (25% and 
12%). In contrast, although the numbers are 
relatively small, the 2011 Census found that a 
higher proportion of minority ethnic households 
had no central heating compared to ‘White 
Scottish’ (1.6%) households . The lack of a reliable 
heating source in this manner would generally 
be considered an indicator of fuel poverty and 
this disparity was particularly evident in relation 
to ‘Caribbean or Black’ (3.7%) and ‘African’ (4.4%) 
groups. Older qualitative studies referenced in the 
report also found evidence of inadequate heating 
amongst minority ethnic households. 

Despite the fuel poverty rates being statistically 
similar, the report found that a higher proportion 
of minority ethnic households were living in 
housing with a higher EPC rating than ‘White 
Scottish/British’ households, for example: 48% 
of minority ethnic households had an EPC C 
or higher compared to only 40% of ‘White 
Scottish/British’. Occupancy is one potential 
reason that this does not translate into a lower 
fuel poverty rate; overcrowding is much higher 
amongst minority ethnic households, which 
often means higher energy consumption and 
therefore increased expenditure. The Scottish 
Government report also found that minority 
ethnic households were more likely to live in the 
private rented sector than their ‘White Scottish/
British’ counterparts and less likely to live in 
owner occupied or social housing, and therefore 
are more susceptible to higher rents.

Literature review
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An anti-racist approach to fuel 
poverty policy
A recent blog identifies the failure to leverage 
data, science and information for change as 
the biggest missed opportunity in relation to 
fuel poverty in the UK. (Blakelock, E., 2021). 
Whilst recognising an improvement in recent 
decades in how people’s lived experience is 
used to shape fuel poverty policies, the article 
bemoans the lack of research that articulates 
evidence linked to ethnicity. Blakelock summaries 
what we already know about race and energy 
in the UK: the experience of housing varies 
enormously between ethnic groups; power 
inequalities and the factor of race (for example: 
between landlords and tenants) are central to 
understanding why some remain in fuel poverty 
despite the right to access programmes for 
support; and post-COVID, people who are Black 
are likely to be facing higher debt related to 
household bills, limiting their access to the best 
energy deals. 

Blakelock argues for an anti-racist approach 
to fuel poverty development by building on 
the existing debates around fairness in energy. 
She cites a need to better understand the 
distributional outcomes of fuel poverty policy, 
the impact of these outcomes on diverse 
communities and how people with multi-
marginalised identities access, or struggle to 
access, fuel poverty support schemes. The 
improved representation of diverse groups is 
identified as a good starting point; this applies 
as much to participation in policy debates 
(for example: speakers at events) as it does 
to inclusion in more direct policy-forming 
processes. Although recognising its role in 
facilitating previous fuel poverty insights, the 
article states that “2021 needs to be the year we 
go beyond BAME”, pointing to the limitations of 
the demographic in accurately reflecting lived 
experience. Blakelock concludes that empathy 
needs to be the foundation on which all work in 
this area is built. 

Health and societal impact
A 2014 briefing paper for the Race Equality 
Foundation looked at the housing conditions of 
minority ethnic households in England, including 
a focus on the impact on health services 
(Garrett et al, 2014). The findings are clear: 
money invested for improving minority ethnic 
households could have a significant impact in 
improving health, reducing the financial burden 
on the NHS and delivering many other positive 
societal outcomes. A case study of an ethnic 
minority household shows that completing basic 
energy efficiency upgrades can payback in saved 
NHS treatment within 7 years and continue to 
reap benefits well into the future. 

The research considers poor housing as having 
at least one Category 1 hazard , which in 2010 
accounted for 15% of the 2.2m homes in England 
from minority ethnic backgrounds. Within this 
framework, two indicators measure how far a 
home can be heated to maintain a suitable level 
of warmth: Category 1 ‘excess cold’ and ‘fuel 
poverty’. By these definitions, ethnic minority 
groups were less likely to live in poor housing (4%) 
than ‘White’ households (6%). The paper cites the 
greater proportion of ethnic minority households 
in the social rented sector as a reason for this, 
which is at odds with the findings of the 2021 
Scottish Government review, although concerns 
about rents and overcrowding are consistent 
across both studies.
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Social networks
A 2013 report for the Joseph Roundtree 
Foundation examined how social networks help 
or hinder people to move out of poverty through 
a series of interviews and focus groups with 
people from varying ethnic backgrounds who 
are in, or at the margins of, poverty (McCabe et 
al, 2013). Insights on the experiences of minority 
ethnic households with prepayment meters are 
particularly insightful. The report found that for 
those in low-paid employment, social networks 
proved to be important for surviving financial 
crises. The sharing of top-up devices between 
households was referenced by interviewees – 
this could be considered an extreme example 
of self-rationing, a practice that is particularly 
concerning as it hides the extent to which people 
are struggling. 

The research found that gender and class were 
integral in shaping people’s social networks. 
Although they were positive aspects to this, it 
also played a part in restricting relationships 
and opportunities for those interviewed. Building 
inter-ethnic bridges was found to be particularly 
challenging and there continues to be the added 
dimension of racial prejudice and discrimination. 
Voluntary, community and faith organisations 
were viewed preferably as locations for advice, 
services and informed signposting across ethnic 
groups – this echoes evidence which points 
to successful community-led interventions in 
relation to fuel poverty. The report recommended 
that all public service commissioning and 
procurement procedures should be required 
to demonstrate the added social value of 
connections with organisations that can promote 
access to community networks.  

5. Main analysis
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5.5 Sex

Sex was recorded for 85% of CAB clients seeking fuel poverty-related advice in 2019-20. A slightly higher 
percentage of these clients were female compared to non-fuel poverty-related clients, with 55.4% of the 
fuel poverty-related group recorded as female compared to 54.6% of the non-fuel poverty group but the 
difference is very small.

Table 6: Sex of fuel poverty-related clients compared to all clients

Sex
FP-related 
clients  % Non-FP related clients %

All 
clients  %

Female 1198 55.4% 68236 54.6% 69434 54.6%
Male 966 44.6% 56817 45.4% 57783 45.4%
Prefer not to answer 14 - 1847 - 1861  -
Unknown 355 - 47159 - 47514  -
Total 2533    174059   176592  

Table 7 shows the breakdown by sex of CAB clients compared to the Scottish population. In combination 
with Table 6 above, the data show that CAB clients are more likely to be female than the population 
breakdown would suggest and that fuel poverty clients are even more likely (although only slightly) to be 
female, suggesting that those suffering fuel poverty are slightly more likely to be female than male.

Table 7: Sex of all clients compared to Scottish population
Sex All clients  % Scottish population %7

Female 69434 54.6% 51.8%
Male 57783 45.4% 48.2%
Prefer not to answer 1861  - -
Unknown 47514  - -
Total 176592  

7  Source: NRS 2019 mid-year population estimates

A North of Scotland CAB reports of a single parent who cares for children with 
disabilities. She lives in social rented accommodation and is in receipt of a 
number of benefits including Carer’s Allowance. She has a prepayment meter 
and electric-only heating and spends around £280 per month on electricity. She 
is concerned that the new immersion heater installed by the council is causing 
the issue as the credit on her meter quickly depletes when she turns the boiler 
on. She believes she has two infrared radiators and despite the council sending 
a plumber to look at the boiler, she has now been told she will have to request 
an electrician to look at whether there is a fault.
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One possible explanation for this difference is 
the different patterns of household composition 
between male and female CAB clients. Table 8 
shows the breakdown of household composition 
for male and female clients who received fuel 
poverty-related advice. Clients who are single 

parents are far more likely – almost 8 times – to 
be female than male. Indeed, the numerical 
difference here of 710 clients is more than double 
the overall numerical difference between male 
and female fuel poverty-related clients, which is 
333.

Table 8: Household type of fuel poverty-related clients, by sex.

Household type Female  % Male %
All 
known %

Adult family (non-pensioner; no 
dependant children) 430 12.2% 306 9.6% 736 11.0%
Family (2 or more adults; 1 + 
dependent children) 71 2.0% 42 1.3% 113 1.7%
Family (2 or more adults; 1 or 2 
dependent children) 301 8.6% 167 5.2% 468 7.0%
Family (2 or more adults; 3 or 
more dependent children) 63 1.8% 42 1.3% 105 1.6%
Older adult family (at least 1 
adult pensioner) 197 5.6% 226 7.1% 423 6.3%
Other 72 2.0% 70 2.2% 142 2.1%
Prefer not to answer 118 3.4% 141 4.4% 259 3.9%
Single adult (non-pensioner) 931 26.5% 1725 54.2% 2656 39.7%
Single parent family (1 adult; 
dependent children) 816 23.2% 106 3.3% 922 13.8%
Single pensioner 402 11.4% 255 8.0% 657 9.8%
Unknown 113 3.2% 101 3.2% 214 3.2%
Total 3514 100.0% 3181 100.0% 6695 100.0%

There are other stark differences evident. Single, 
working-age adults receiving fuel poverty 
advice are almost twice as likely to be men. CAB 
clients from two parent families who receive 
fuel poverty-related advice are far more likely 
to be female than men. This last point further 
complicates the picture as the second parent in 
those two parent households is not represented 
in the data yet are also, presumably, experiencing 

the same fuel poverty-related conditions as the 
client. If families are excluded from the data, 
the increased likelihood of fuel poverty-related 
clients being female disappears with 2149 
(50.7%) single female clients and 2086 (49.3%) 
single male clients. Therefore, a simple analysis of 
fuel poverty by sex appears not to be a sufficient 
approach and is likely to mask other differences.
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Although research into the links between 
gender and fuel poverty (often described as 
energy poverty) in developing countries is widely 
available, not a great deal has been published in 
relation to fuel poverty and how it affects men 
and women in Scotland or the UK. This may be 
partly due to a lack of evidence and the lack of 
sex-disaggregated data on fuel poverty, which 
is not collected by either the Scottish or UK 
governments.

Gendered nature of fuel poverty 
in Scotland
A recent Scottish-specific report explored the 
differences between men and women in fuel 
poverty and considered individual energy use in 
the home, energy awareness, attitudes to energy 
conservation and energy behaviour (Melone, 
2019). Cross-sectional qualitative research was 
gathered through semi-structured interviews 
of 20 case studies who were identified through 
purposive sampling (13 women and 7 men). All 
20 people were struggling with their energy bills 
or finding it hard to heat their homes in winter. 
Half were in fuel poverty and some were in 
extreme fuel poverty. 

The results showing widespread assumptions and 
perceptions of households towards fuel poverty 
and differences in attitudes and behaviour of 
men and women. There was a clear difference 
in use of appliances between men and women 
although this was also dependent on whether 
the person was older or younger. Younger women 

had energy use related to personal cleaning and 
beautifying rituals, married and older women 
used kitchen appliances and appliances to keep 
themselves and their families clean, and men 
tended to use leisure appliances more.

The research also re-iterated what is clear from 
the Citizens Advice network’s data and elsewhere, 
that single parent households (and particularly 
those who are single parents who are women), 
keep their homes warmer for their children. There 
was increased use of appliances for children (for 
example, computers, phone and tablet charging) 
and longer use of the television. There was a 
high use of kitchen appliances and appliances for 
washing and drying clothes were used, including 
increased use the younger the child. All of the 
five female single parents rationed energy use to 
some degree, for example, using appliances at 
night-time when they were cheaper. 

Also published as part of the research was the 
following breakdown, collected as part of the 
Scottish House Condition Survey but not publicly 
available, of the fuel poverty rate by sex of the 
highest income household, 2016-2017.

Literature review:
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It should be noted that this information contains 
a degree of uncertainty in sampling variability 
but points to clear differences nevertheless. It 
shows that the highest income householders 
who are female were noticeably more likely to 
be fuel poor than male ones and that female 
householders were slightly more likely to be in 
extreme fuel poverty than male ones.

Melone also carries out a feminist policy analysis 
of fuel poverty policy in Scotland using the draft 
Fuel Poverty Strategy and the 2019 Act. The 
analysis notes that a seemingly gender neutral 
stance has been adopted, despite the gendered 
nature of fuel poverty manifesting in a number 
of ways. For example, costs for caring are not 
accounted for in the new fuel poverty definition 

which masks the fact that the majority of 
unpaid carers in Scotland are women (Engender, 
2020). In addition, although a Health Impact 
Assessment of the Bill was carried out, adults are 
spoken of in a gender neutral style which does 
not recognise individual differences between 
the biology of women and men and potential 
differences in thermal warmth requirements. 
Furthermore, analysis in the draft strategy shows 
that women are expected to have the highest 
fuel poverty rates but solutions are not specific to 
them.

Melone therefore reaches the conclusion that use 
of gender neutral policy may have unintended 
effects on women and as fuel poverty becomes 
more closely aligned with income poverty and 
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child poverty, it is vital that gender in a fuel 
poverty context gets more recognition and policy 
support.

Gender and fuel poverty in the 
UK
Additional research into the gendered nature 
of fuel poverty in other parts of the UK has 
been carried out although once again the topic 
remains underexplored. Research into fuel 
poverty and gender in England in 2019 uncovered 
socio-spatial differences of gender and fuel 
poverty i.e. how the inequality manifested in 
certain places while taking into account other 
forms of social difference such as age, able-ness 
and ethnicity (Robinson, 2019).

The report highlights the structural inequalities in 
England (both in the labour market and welfare 
system) as well as the increased likelihood of 
specific responsibilities associated with socially-
constructed gender roles meaning household 
tasks and childcare remain the responsibility 
of women. This means many of the gendered 
dimensions of energy vulnerability have a 
substantial overlap with experience of wider 
forms of income or material poverty and 
Robinson and others argue it is not unreasonable 
to suggest that similar divisions are likely to exist 
in relation to domestic energy use (Robinson, 
2019; Clancy and Roehr, 2003).

Robinson uses energy vulnerability as a framing 
to recognise social differences in the degree of 
susceptibility to fuel poverty and understand 
which inequalities that give rise to fuel poverty 
are gendered. The research found that energy 
in England is not gender neutral as is often 
assumed and that a diverse range of gendered 
vulnerabilities exist in relation to fuel poverty.

The analysis does not begin with the assumption 
that women are more vulnerable to energy 
poverty than men. Instead, it investigates 
whether well-understood aspects of energy 

vulnerability are gendered, deriving 13 indicators 
of vulnerability to fuel poverty based on 
representative datasets from the 2011 Census 
available at the neighbourhood scale. These 
indicators, which include ‘lone parent with 
dependent children’, ‘part-time employment’, 
‘looking after family or home’, etc., can be 
disaggregated by sex and analysed to see 
whether there is a statistically significant, 
gendered aspect to each indicator (i.e. whether 
women are over-represented).

This linear model is a good starting point 
but means cross-clarification to reveal 
interconnections with other forms of social 
difference is not possible. To overcome this, 
a Cluster and Outlier analysis identifies local 
patterns of association which are then used 
to intersect or overlay the indicator analysis, 
allowing for the consideration of those other 
forms of social difference to energy vulnerability.

For example, in considering the energy 
vulnerability based on the indicator of ‘lone 
parent with dependent children’, Robinson 
considers the interconnections with other forms 
of social difference such as gender and race. 
89% of lone parent families in the 2011 English 
Census with dependent children were headed 
by a woman and there is particularly acute 
vulnerability for women who are black or from 
an ethnic minority who are more likely to live in 
households with dependent children (Women’s 
Budget Group, 2018).

The greatest concentrations of gendered 
vulnerability were found in large urban areas 
like Birmingham, Manchester, Leeds, Liverpool, 
Sheffield and Newcastle. This was largely 
associated with unpaid caring and domestic roles 
combined with the indicators representative of 
low or no English proficiency as well as full-time 
students. London was an exception due to a 
relatively low level of disability and illness, partly 
as a result of a younger aged population who 
live there because of employment opportunities. 
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Here, however, a larger proportion of lone parents 
were concentrated as well as in relatively isolated 
rural and coastal areas. 

The unit of analysis within neighbourhoods as 
used by Robinson is the individual while data 
concerning energy consumption, fuel types, 
energy-related infrastructures and the built 
environment of the home is only available 
at the household level. As Robinson notes, 
research at a household level is gender blind as it 
assumes equal distribution of resources between 
household members. Robinson also points out 
that several aspects of gender inequality are 
relatively private (for example, energy-related 
household practices and the emotional labour of 
energy poverty) which means neighbourhood-
scale, quantitative assessments underestimate 
and simplify the multi-faceted inequalities 
associated with gender and should be 
underpinned by in-depth qualitative research (as 
undertaken by Melone).

Wider EU discussion on energy 
poverty and gender
As within the UK, there is emerging commentary 
on the gendered nature of fuel poverty in the 
European Union. This is centered around the 
concept that women and men experience energy 
poverty in different ways and are unequally 
affected by energy poverty due to the gendered 
indicators such as income differences, housing 
conditions, care for dependents and age. It 
echoes Melone and Robinson’s conclusions that 
fuel poverty is not gender neutral, it is gender 
blind.

Two studies commissioned by the European 
Parliament’s Policy Department for Citizens’ 
Rights and Constitutional Affairs at the request of 
the Committee on Women’s Rights and Gender 

Equality (FEMM) examined the way energy 
poverty is experienced by women and men as 
well as the evidence on the role of women in the 
energy transition in the European Union (Clancy 
et al, 2017; Clancy and Feenstra, 2019). As well 
as considering gender inequalities preventing 
women from career advancement in the area, 
the 2019 report also assessed how the transition 
to the sustainable energy model may affect 
gender equality.

As with Melone and Robinson, the studies 
reiterate that there is a general ignorance of the 
gendered nature of energy poverty on both a 
national and regional basis, as well as amongst 
civil society organisations and academics. No 
systemic collection of sex-disaggregated data 
on energy poverty was identified across the 
member states and a key recommendation is 
of recognition at all levels, including amongst 
politicians, advisors and researchers, of those 
gender differences (Clancy et al, 2017).

The reports note that women, particularly lone 
parents and those above retirement age, are 
more likely than men to live in energy poverty 
at some stage in their life. Income disparities 
are highlighted between women and men as a 
result of, for example, women being more likely 
to work part-time, perform unpaid work, have 
lower wages and have a shorter working life. This 
leaves women more likely to face living in poverty 
(and subsequently energy poverty), particularly 
in older age. Furthermore, due to the fact that 
women, on average, live longer than men, they 
are also more likely to live longer in poverty and 
energy poverty than men.

The increased likelihood of women struggling 
to afford their energy consumption has a 
knock-on impact on their involvement in the 
energy transition by not being able to afford 
energy efficiency investments to decrease 
their consumption or investing in low-carbon 

5. Main analysis
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heating systems (Clancy and Feenstra, 2019). 
Regardless of the transition to a net zero society, 
albeit with that transition in mind, the study 
also recommends the specific addressing of this 
gendered nature of energy poverty at all levels.

This can be achieved by the establishment of an 
energy system that reflects gender differences 
and is aware of socially constructed gendered 
relations in society. Member states should 
adopt a definition of energy poverty which 
takes into account gendered aspects of the 

phenomenon and implement strategies which 
are not gender blind in identifying those who are 
experiencing energy poverty or are gender blind 
in helping them. States should also take more 
ambitious action to tackle energy poverty, which 
disproportionately affected single women, single-
parent and female-headed households. 



Fuel poverty advice and the protected characteristics34 

6. Conclusion and recommendations

The Citizens Advice network in Scotland provides 
good insight into the impact of fuel poverty 
and analysis of CAB clients who have protected 
characteristics and seek fuel poverty advice 
provides some interesting findings. 

Of the five protected characteristics on which 
data is gathered, clear differences between fuel 
poverty-related clients and other CAB clients 
were found for age and relationship status. 

Clients seeking fuel poverty-related advice were 
more likely to be aged between 25 and 44, and 
less likely to be aged over 60 than clients seeking 
advice on other topics, and were less likely to be 
married, cohabiting or in a civil partnership. 

A smaller difference was found for health 
condition status, with fuel poverty-related clients 
more likely to have a health condition that 
limits them a little. However, the fact that social 
security advice makes up such a large part of CAB 
advice and is closely associated with having a 
limiting health condition makes interpretation of 
this data difficult. 

These findings are supplemented by clear 
evidence in the literature review that differences 
in the way people who have protected 
characteristics experience fuel poverty must be 
taken into account during policy development 
and the implementation of alleviation measures 
(Melone, 2019; The ALLIANCE, 2017; CRER, 2018; 
EHRC, 2018). Not doing so risks policy being 
designed that does not reflect those differences 
and is therefore blind to the specific challenges 
faced by these groups.

CAS supports recommendations for the gathering 
of disaggregated data in relation to fuel poverty 
based on the protected characteristics. Without 
it, awareness of the gendered, for example, 
nature of fuel poverty will remain limited. It 
has also been recommended that Scotland 
should dis-aggregate the excess winter deaths 
statistics (as England does) and there should be 
more awareness of the individual elements of 
a household which policy should better reflect 
(Melone, 2019; Robinson, 2019). Better data 
will allow for the identification of trends and 
targeting of resources to those who may be more 
likely to be living in fuel poverty.

CAS also supports recommendations calling 
for representation from groups related to the 
protected characteristics on the fuel poverty 
advisory groups. This will ensure engagement 
with and involvement of those with lived 
experience of fuel poverty and any differences 
between groups during policy development. 
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