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Abstract 

The report reviews the research literature on fuel debt and reports 
on a survey of a sample of Citizens Advice Bureau (CAB) 
(Northern Region) clients receiving help with multiple debts. The 
problem of fuel debt has been approached in a number of different 
ways. Studies have examined the link between low income and 
fuel consumption, government responses to the inefficient use of 
energy, the practice and regulation of debt repayment and 
disconnection, the coping strategies of householders on low 
incomes and the implications for health. A sample of CAB clients 
were surveyed in 1996/7 in order to establish the role of fuel costs 
among households in multiple debt, the causes of fuel debt and 
the methods used to manage it and the links between fuel debt, 
health and housing. The survey found that fuel costs were a 
significant factor in household debt, that the homes of those in 
debt were likely to be energy inefficient, that fuel debt problems 
frequently followed the breakdown of payment schemes for those 
in arrears. 



I Chapter 1 

Heating costs and families in debt 

This research was commissioned by the National Association of Citizens Advice 
Bureaux (NACAB), Northern Region, and undertaken by the Social Welfare 
Research Unit, University of Northumbria at Newcastle. Its main purpose was to 
investigate how CAB clients with more than one household debt managed their fuel 
bills. NACAB believed that fuel poverty was a widespread problem amongst those 
who sought help with their money problems from Citizens Advice Bureaux (CABx). 
They believed that fuel costs were a factor in general indebtedness because of the 
high cost of energy relative to the household incomes of people in debt. And they 
also believed that fuel poverty, a shortage of one of life's essentials, was a serious 
aggravating factor in poverty in general, not least because of its implications for 
family health. 

A research project was mounted in September 1996 with the intention of using the 
CABx client database to test some of these assumptions. Broadly speaking, the 
research had three main components. It included, first, a review of past and current 
research into fuel poverty. It incorporated a survey of CAB clients in multiple debt. 
And finally it used the technical resources of NEA to undertake a full fuel audit of a 
small sample of houses covered by the survey. 

The research was funded by a £10,000 grant from The Eaga Charitable Trust. 
Fieldwork ran from February to April 1997. 

MAIN AIMS 

The research had the following aims: 

1. to establish the main research themes in the literature; 
2. to review NACAB's assumptions in the light of previous research findings; 
3. to design a research tool suitable for testing these assumptions; 
4. and to undertake the appropriate survey work. 

THE RESEARCH THEMES 

The research themes ultimately selected for study fell into five broad categories. 
(These are discussed in more detail in Chapter 3). 

Low income households and fuel poverty 

Poorer families and individuals spend a greater proportion of their income on fuel 
than middle and upper income households. This is a consequence of low-income 
and higher fuel costs due to poor housing and heating systems. In real terms, 
however, poorer households spend less than average on fuel (Boardman 1991). It is 

1 



estimated that there are 6.6 to 8 million people who cannot afford to heat adequately 
their homes (Crombie, 1996). The consequences of fuel poverty for families with low 
incomes are debt, damp, disrepair, disconnection, disease, depression and even 
death (Fuel Savers, 1990). 

Fuel debt, repayment and disconnection 

There is a significant gap between precept and practice in fuel companies' 
responses to fuel debt. Actual practice falls some way short of the Codes of 
Practice. Research indicates that consumers are offered payment opportunities one 
at a time, depending on previous payment history and size of arrears. The most 
common sequence described by advice agencies has been: 

Budget Repayment Plan 

Prepayment Meter 

Fuel Direct 

Disconnection 

There is a worrying pattern of increased recourse to disconnection and self-
disconnection as a way of managing debt. NACAB (1982a) and Constance (1996) 
have drawn attention to the problem of prepayment meter calibration and the 
connected problem of self-disconnection. 

From a social policy perspective, prepayment meters do little to address the 
underlying causes of fuel poverty. Prepayment meters can serve to 'privatise' the 
disconnection process, with the consumer rather than the company acting as the 
mechanism for disconnection when fuel can no longer be afforded. Right to Warmth 
(1994\1995) argue that a number of low-income families regard temporary losses of 
energy supplies as part of their daily lives. Also many are 'theoretically disconnected' 
because they using 'emergency credit' on meters on a day to day basis. 

Coping strategies of low income households and households in debt 

A central part of the research has been to identify how families or individuals actually 
cope with being in debt and how they make ends meet. Research by Kempson 
(1996); Kempson et al (1994); Berthoud and Kempson (1992); Mannion et al (1994) 
and Graham (1993) have shown that people behave in various ways when in debt 
and many adopt strategies to help them cope with the experience of debt. These 
strategies might involve developing new money management skills, controlling the 
household budget, managing debt repayments and economising, 'denial of debt' , 
prioritising spending, juggling bills and using credit. They might often amount to 
'going without' household essentials. Research indicates that it is women who bear 
the main burden of debt management and anxiety. Accordingly it is frequently 
women who go without personal goods and suffer stress-induced illness. 
(Birmingham Settlement, 1993; Graham, 1993; Hunt and McKenna, 1992). 

• 

• 
• 
• 



Researching the link between housing and health in relation to fuel poverty 

There is a substantial body of work, which suggests that there are links between 
poor housing and health (Audit Commission 1991 reported in the Birmingham 
Settlement 1993). Bio-medical model research into the links between housing and 
health has highlighted the impact of cold temperatures, dampness, mould and the 
safety risks associated with unsafe or poor fuel systems (Birchnell et al, 1988; 
Blackman et al, 1989; Burridge and Ormandy (eds), 1993; Byrne et al, 1986; 
Chandler et al, 1984; Furley, 1989; Gabe and Williams, 1993; Hunt and McKenna, 
1992; Martin et al, 1987; Smith, 1989). 

'Holistic' analyses, which construe 'health' as not merely the absence of disease and 
illness but also quality of life, seek to demonstrate the causal significance of socio-
economic factors such as housing, income, employment and lifestyle (Watt and 
McCloskey 1996; Barker and Osmond 1987; Blackman et al 1989; Bryne and 
Keithley 1993 in Burridge and Ormandy eds. 1993). 

Research into specific pathogens suggests that the elimination of dampness and 
cold can have positive effects on health independent of changes in economic and 
other housing conditions. Adequate housing may have a positive effect and be 
important in reducing susceptibility to illness. The indication is that most micro-
organisms give rise to symptoms under times of stress, tiredness and malnutrition. 
Hopton and Hunt argue that the burden of family debt tends to fall more on mothers 
than other family members and that mothers put their children first when resources 
are low. Hence mothers are more likely to suffer from illnesses induced by the stress 
of debt (Hopton and Hunt, 1996). 

Research into the relationships between housing and health is not easy to conduct 
and most studies make tentative conclusions (Hopton and Hunt, 1996). The main 
problem is that the inadequacy of housing is invariably associated with other 
hardships such as poor nutrition, poor sanitation and curtailment of personal 
freedom, all of which prejudice health in its widest sense (Burridge and Ormandy 
1993). 

One of the areas which is of relevance is the focus upon the different heating 
systems, fuel types and associated health and safety risks (Chandler et al 1984). A 
health and safety risk emerges from families having to use alternative sources of fuel 
for heating and lighting when disconnected by utilities or when 'self disconnected'. 
One documented case involves the death of a child following a fire caused by a 
candle. In this case the home had been without electricity for two weeks because 
the meter key had last been charged 16 days earlier. Here was a fatal consequence 
of self-disconnection (Energy Action, 1996). 

Housing type and fuel poverty 

Boardman argues that it is vital to base housing type comparison on tenure and age 
if energy efficiency research is to have value (Boardman, 1991). The general picture 
is that Local Authority and Housing Association properties are relatively energy 
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efficient, the cheaper end of privately rented homes are relatively inefficient, and 
owner-occupied homes form too broad a range to generalise (Unpublished interview 
with Chris Mills, Newcastle Housing Department; Boardman, 1991; English Homes 
Conditions Survey and Energy Supplement, 1991; Energy Efficiency in Council 
Housing, DoE, 1994; Hutton, 1994; Newcastle's Home Energy Conservation 
Strategy, 1996). 

STRUCTURE OF REPORT 

This report is in five main sections. Chapter 2 describes the research design. The 
literature is reviewed in more detail in Chapter 3. Research questions are identified 
in Chapter 4 and the survey findings reported in Chapter 5. The final chapter 
consists of our conclusions. 
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I

Chapter 2 

Research design and methods 

There were three main elements: 

• A review of the literature and current research into poverty, fuel debt, and 
fuel poverty. 

• Information from conferences, namely: 'Liberalisation of the Gas and 
Electricity Markets', 22 October 1996, held by the Eaga Charitable Trust; 
and 'Paying For Fuel And Water - a practical seminar', Wednesday 27 
November 1996, held by the regional watchdogs for the Water, Gas and 
Electricity industries. 

• An interview-based questionnaire was developed by a steering group of 
NACAB, CAB, and SWRU staff and distributed to 29 Citizens Advice 
Bureaux in the north east of England, which were to undertake the 
fieldwork. 
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I Chapter 3 

The Literature 

1.  Fuel poverty 

" At an individual and household level, water and fuel (for lighting, cooking and 
warmth), occupy a status similar to that of food and shelter, i.e. they are literally 
necessary for sustaining life. Because of their centrality to individual and collective 
well-being, water and energy are usually defined as essential services and as 'basic 
necessities" (Ernst 1994: 38). 

"The home environment is of great importance in maintaining health... this includes 
the requirements of good quality housing with adequate heating that people can 
afford" (Watt and McCloskey 1996:70). 

" A key indicator of fuel poverty is higher winter mortality rates. In both Britain and 
Ireland the number of excess deaths that take place during the winter.... is greater 
than for countries with colder or similar climates.... this has been linked to bad 
housing conditions rather than external temperatures and is greatest among those 
on low incomes " (Watt and McCloskey 1996: 70 - 71). 

What is fuel poverty? 

Fuel poverty can be defined as the inability to afford warmth, one of the basic 
essentials for healthy living. The number of households unable to afford warmth is 
estimated to number 7 million in Britain (Fitch 1996). The consequences of fuel 
poverty for families with low incomes amount to multiple deprivation.  Such 
deprivation has been described as 'the Seven D's in a report by Fuel savers - debt, 
damp, disrepair, disconnection, disease and depression, and ultimately possible 
death (Fuel savers, 1990). In a recent letter to the Guardian, Dr Hugh Crombie, 
Research Manager at the Royal Society of Health, describes the current situation: 

"Estimates of people who cannot afford to heat their homes (people in 'fuel 
poverty') run to about 6.6 to 8 million. Winter deaths, associated with cold 
temperatures and poorly insulated homes, exceed summer deaths by around 
30,000 annually. This is a particularly British problem not seen in a range of 
other countries with much more severe winter weather. In addition, living in 
an inadequately heated, damp house is associated with a range of health 
problems " (Dr Hugh Crombie, Guardian, 19 April 1996: 14) 

Fuel expenditure and low income households 

Fuel poverty is most acute when a household has a low income and high heating 
costs (Boardman, 1991). Poorer families and individuals spend a much higher 
proportion of their income on fuel than middle and upper income households. This is 
a consequence of low-income combined with higher fuel costs due to poor housing 
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and heating systems. In absolute terms, however, poorer households spend less 
than average on fuel. At present, expenditure on fuel ranges from 20% of 
disposable income in the very poorest households to 3% for the most affluent, with 
average household expenditure on fuel, light and power around 5%. 

For a variety of reasons, low-income households have higher fuel costs. 
Explanations include uneconomic and inefficient heating systems, poor 
insulation standards, and a greater likelihood of being homebound by virtue of 
age, ill health, unemployment, or family responsibilities. It is therefore more 
likely that low-income households require more fuel than other households do 
(Boardman, 1991). 

Fuel poverty and the Government response 

Suggested responses to fuel poverty include improving the quality of the housing 
stock, income support measures targeted at low income households with higher fuel 
needs, regulating fuel prices for affordable warmth, and education about heating 
systems and energy conservation. The response of recent Governments has been 
patchy. 

Before the Social Security reforms, which came into, effect in April 1988, the welfare 
benefits system recognised that the heating needs of individuals and families were 
not uniform. As part of the "additional requirements" provision of Supplementary 
Benefit, claimants could receive weekly payments to meet perceived higher heating 
needs. These additional payments reflected both the characteristics of the claimants 
and their families and the characteristics of their housing and heating circumstances. 
Consequently, payments were made on the grounds of age and disability, or on the 
conditions of the home. For instance, a property in a particularly exposed location or 
with an exceptionally expensive heating system could attract a higher supplement. 

The 1988 reforms abolished this system. At the time of abolition, annual expenditure 
on these payments was around £500 million. The new system replaced the heating 
additions with a mixture of grants, loans, and occasional 'cold weather' payments for 
vulnerable groups like older people and those with disabilities. 

In January 1991 the Home Energy Efficiency Scheme (HEES) was introduced. It 
funds a package of basic energy efficiency measures for low-income households, 
defined as those who met the means-tested criteria for income-support, housing 
benefit, family credit or community charge rebate. Under HEES, grants can be made 
up to a maximum of £315 for assistance with the cost of the following: full loft 
insulation, loft lop-up', draught-proofing cavity wall insulation, hot water tank jackets 
low energy light bulbs, upgraded heating controls and energy advice. In the first year 
of operation, the HEES budget was set at £24 million, rising to £35 million in its 
second full year of operation. As an indicator of how this budget related to the scale 
of the problem, the former Department of Energy estimated that some 7 million 
households were eligible for assistance under the scheme and hoped for 250,000 
home improvements in the year. At that rate, it would have taken thirty years for 
minimal energy efficiency improvements across the whole stock. 
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In many ways Government policies since then have made the situation worse. At a 
recent conference about the liberalisation of the gas and electricity markets, 
Yorkshire Electricity warned of potentially serious financial problems for low-income 
households in the future competitive electricity market. One chief executive 
suggested that little or no thought had been given to the implications of new entrants 
to the market. He expected these new companies to compete on price but not on the 
assumption of social obligations. They might seek to avoid customers who they saw 
as a credit risk and concentrate their efforts on trying to recruit risk-free affluent 
customers, who are heavier consumers and cheaper to service. Since regional 
electricity companies would have to follow suit in competing for these consumers, 
one household's price reduction could prove another's price increase.  It is 
anticipated that regional electricity companies will be the suppliers of last resort for 
most low-income households. Yorkshire Electricity suggests that pre-payment 
customers may be required to pay an extra £70 per year to reflect the actual cost of 
supplying them (Eaga Charitable Trust Seminar, NCVO 1996). 

2.  The theory and practice of fuel debt, repayment and disconnection 

Introduction 

There is a notable gap between how fuel companies are supposed to respond to 
fuel debt as stated in their Codes of Practice and how they are acting in practice. 
The assumption is that fuel debt arises from consumers' unwillingness to pay 
despite the many repayment methods on offer. Disconnections are few and far 
between. In practice, however, fuel debt is often due to an inability to pay under any 
repayment scheme, there are few repayment methods, and there is a worrying 
pattern of increased use of disconnection and self-disconnection as a way of 
managing debt. There are three issues: 

a) repayment methods; 
b) debt recovery and willingness to pay; 
c) fuel debt, prepayment meters and disconnection. 

a)  Repayment methods. 

The post-privatisation Codes of Practice incorporate key features of earlier versions. 
These set out for customers with payment difficulties: 

i. a wide range of available 'pay as you go' choices and debt repayment 
arrangements; 

ii. information about advice and assistance available from the companies 
themselves as well as other sources (Department of Social Services (DSS), 
Office of Gas Supply(OFGAS), General Consumer Council(GCC), Citizens 
Advice Bureau(CAB), Social Services, and Consumer Advice Centres); 
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iii. procedures for avoiding disconnection entirely or for arranging a postponement 
while help is sought from DSS or Social Services; and 

iv. the circumstances under which a security deposit may be required, how it can 
be avoided, its alternatives, and appeal arrangements. 

The Codes of Practice specify that during the winter months (1 October - 31 March) 
disconnection will not be carried out when households are dependent on a state 
retirement pension. The companies also promise not to cut off a customer if: 

i. a payment arrangement is agreed, maintained, and includes debt repayments, 
which are manageable; 

ii. a prepayment meter is agreed and installed where it is safe and practical to do 
so; 

iii. when the prepayment meter has been set to recover the outstanding debt with 
reference to the customer's circumstances and ability to pay. 

In reality, consumers are offered payment opportunities one at a time, depending on 
the previous payment history and size of arrears. The most common sequence 
described by advice agencies has been: 

• Stage 1 - Budget Repayment Plan 

• Stage 2 - Prepayment Meter 

• Stage 3 - Fuel Direct 

• Stage 4 - Disconnection 

b)  Debt recovery and willingness to pay 

The Birmingham Settlement study examined the theory and practice of debt 
recovery in relation to willingness to pay and ability to pay (Birmingham Settlement, 
1993). For those in debt, the codes of practice lay heavy emphasis on the obligation 
of the fuel companies both to establish budget repayment plans and to set 
prepayment meters to recover debts within the customer's ability to pay. Both the 
regulators, OFFER and OFGAS, and the Gas Consumers' Council, in noting that 
fuel companies' aim to recover all debts within 12 months, add the rider that this 
commercial aim must not ride roughshod over the necessity to take full consideration 
of the ability to pay. However, the Birmingham survey described some worrying 
practices of debt recovery and a lack of concern for ability to pay. 

For those on income support, the regulators felt that prepayment meter settings 
equivalent to DSS Fuel Direct levels (approximately £2 per week) were appropriate 
and consistent. OFGAS added that where multiple debts were the case or extreme 
hardship evident, even lower settings of '£1 per week or less' should be arranged. 
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Evidence gathered from consumers in the Birmingham Settlement report shows, for 
prepayment customers, that debt re-calibration rates appeared to be consistently 
targeted to recover a minimum of £4\£5 per week in arrears, but higher rates of £8 
per week and more were reported as well (Birmingham Settlement, 1993). 

When asked about the codes of practice, hardly any of the households included in 
the Birmingham Settlement Survey had either seen one or knew what they were 
about. The few that had heard of them were dismissive about the promise to take 
into account 'ability to pay'. One respondent had reportedly built up arrears of £250 
on their gas account and was disconnected. Despite the consumer's efforts to avoid 
disconnection, the company gained access through the courts and entered the 
home when the householder was out. 

Electricity companies were generally viewed as much less sympathetic to 
consumers in hardship. British Gas was described by advice agencies as 'more 
tolerant', 'willing to give people a second chance', and 'more flexible' by comparison 
with MEB and SWEB. The MEB was consistently described by the advice agencies 
in Birmingham as 'hard to negotiate with', and lacking on the 'consumer welfare 
side'. 

NACAB (1982a) drew attention to the problem of prepayment meters, which had 
been over-calibrated to collect arrears and the resulting experiences of self-
disconnection. Energy Action reported a wide variation of prepayment meter 
calibration practices amongst the different regional electricity boards (Constance, 
1996). The most common practice was to adjust the setting to collect the debt over 
12 months (EMEB, MANWEB, YEB, and NORWEB). By contrast, the MEB collected 
the debt over a period roughly twice as long as the period in which the arrears 
accrued, NEEB collected all debts at a fixed rate of £2 per week, LEB tried to collect 
debts over 6 months and SWEB engaged in the most rapid recovery levels, with 
calibration levels up to four times the standard unit rate for electricity. 

The lack of concern for ability to pay shows that the fuel companies are not always 
following OFGAS and OFFER guidance in respect of affordable repayment levels for 
households on income support. Complaints were made about highly calibrated gas 
and electricity prepayment meters and unrealistic budget payment arrangements 
(Birmingham Settlement, 1993). There have been breaches of licence conditions by 
SWEB and MEB, which have both employed inflexible budget schemes to recover 
debt. 

Fuel companies tend to give inadequate information to consumers in hardship. 
Information about codes of practice, fuel direct, use of prepayment meters, and 
higher charges for prepayment meters, have all been found wanting. For example, 
Fitch (1996) cites cases where pre-payment consumers can pay up to 12% more 
depending on their levels of consumption. One company alone, Hydro Electric 
makes no extra charge for prepayment. All the others charge a premium of up to 8 
per cent. This 'poverty premium' for household essentials can be added to the 
growing list of circumstances in which the poor pay more. The lack of flexibility on 
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debt repayment by fuel companies was reported to be contributing to debt in areas 
like rent, community charge, water, and mortgage payments. 

Rowlingson and Kempson (1993) criticise creditor behaviour and argue that the fuel 
companies are disregarding the spirit of the codes of practice. The authors outline 
British Gas's aim to "ensure that customers with payment difficulties who make 
contact with appropriate staff will receive sympathetic treatment at all times". This, 
they maintain, is not the reality. Cases were reported where contact went 
unrecorded and offers to pay failed to prevent gas disconnections. MEB and SWEB 
confirmed that 12 month debt recovery was their target, although they both made 
exceptions for hardship cases. British Gas said that although debt recovery was 
pursued as soon as possible, the 12-month target had been dropped as a guiding 
rule. With few exceptions, ability to pay appeared to be assessed in an ad hoc way, 
and with the onus on the consumer to make the case. Staff attempted to make 
distinctions between 'can't pay' and 'won't pay'. Fuel companies showed little interest 
in money advice and debt counselling training for collection staff. And yet, as 
Rowlingson and Kempson point out, staff can be dealing with people who are 
suffering from stress and anxiety because of job loss, business failure or relationship 
breakdown; and they can be dealing with people for whom English is a second 
language. 

c)  Fuel debt, repayment and disconnection 

Prepayment meters allow the utilities to receive payments in advance and are a 
guaranteed way of collecting debt with minimal costs to the company. However, for 
the household needing fuel there are worrying links between arrears and 
disconnection. 

Firstly, there is an increasing recourse to disconnection by fuel companies as a way 
of managing arrears. In a comparison of post-privatisation debt procedures in the 
electricity, gas, and water industries, Ernst (1994) found that the practice had 
increased since deregulation and privatisation. He found strong indications that 
water charges created more difficulties for low-income households than had been 
the case hitherto (NACAB, 1982a; Huby, 1995). Tangible measures of the increased 
manifestation of water debt (water poverty) can be found both in the way in which 
water companies are making greater use of the courts and their disconnection 
powers to retrieve outstanding debt and in the escalation in the number of direct 
payments for water being made through the social security system. From May 1990 
to May 1992, the number of direct payments for water increased from 32499 to 
126979, a rise of over 290 per cent (Ernst, 1994). 

With electricity and gas, by contrast, it is self-disconnection that has increased. The 
ability of companies like NORWEB to implement a 'low disconnection policy' is 
heavily predicated on the pre-payment meter solution. NORWEB has adopted a 
vigorous policy on the installation of pre-payment meters for customers in default 
which, on occasions, has apparently involved installing them without the agreement 
of, or even the presence of, the customer concerned. 
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Regulatory action and community sector advocacy notwithstanding, the pre-payment 
meter has manifestly been the key to the progress made in reducing the number of 
gas and electricity disconnections. Without the advent of coinless pre-payment 
meter technology, it is doubtful whether the dual objectives of reducing the level of 
domestic energy disconnections and enhancing the commercial capacity and 
freedom of the utility industries could have been reconciled. As well as giving 
customers in default the facility to remain on supply, pre-payment meters have clear 
advantages for the utility companies. They provide a continuous revenue stream in 
advance of the consumption of energy, in contrast with the way that revenue is 
raised from the bulk of consumers, and they give the utilities a secured way of 
retrieving debt with minimal costs. 

From the consumers' point of view, pre-payment meters have a cost, not least 
because of the additional charges they involve. Higher standing charges and 
sometimes higher unit charges accompany them. In Yorkshire Electricity and 
Northern Electricity, for example, Economy 7 tariff consumers pay between 44 per 
cent and 46 per cent extra for their standing charges (Ernst 1994). Consumers also 
have to bear the financial and opportunity costs incurred when they buy supplies of 
tokens or cards to operate the meters. 

A more insidious effect is self-disconnection amongst households unable to afford to 
buy sufficient tokens to operate pre-payment meters. By its very nature, the level of 
self-disconnection within the community will remain largely hidden and undetected, 
although two qualitative studies, one in Leicester and the other covering Birmingham 
and Bristol, have provided evidence that users of gas and electricity pre-payment 
meters tend to ration their use of electricity. (Birmingham Settlement Research Unit 
1993.) 

From a social policy perspective, pre-payment meters have more of the attributes of 
a 'quick fix' than a considered and effective approach to improving the access of low-
income households to essential utility services. Most fundamentally, they do little in 
themselves to address the underlying causes of fuel poverty. They have the 
propensity to simply 'privatise' the disconnection process, with the consumer rather 
than the company acting as the mechanism for disconnection when fuel can no 
longer be afforded. Pre-payment meters also serve to reinforce the social division of 
utility access through creating a second and potentially stigmatised class of gas and 
electricity customers. 

The Birmingham report found that self-disconnection was widespread amongst 
those on prepayment meters. Defining 'self-disconnection' as a loss of supply 
causing a "person or household to suffer hardship", the study found that 51 per cent 
of electricity customers and 60 per cent of gas users had at one time or another 
been without a supply because of difficulties with affording or obtaining tokens. For 
20 per cent of electricity users and 34 per cent of gas customers, this interruption 
had lasted for a weekend or longer. Self-disconnection did not affect all respondents 
evenly and rarely applied to older households. No household with an individual over 
60 reported being disconnected for longer than a weekend. Nevertheless, 6 per 
cent of electricity users in this group and 8 per cent of gas users said that they had 
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been without a supply for up to a day or over a weekend. Two groups showed up as 
most significantly at risk: those households containing someone unable to work and 
those families with a child under five in the household. Amongst this latter group, 40 
electricity users (49%) indicated that they had self-disconnected, and 12 (15%) said 
that they had done so for a weekend or longer. Among gas users, 34 (49%) said that 
they had self-disconnected and 19 (27%) had disconnected for a weekend or longer. 

One significant aspect of these findings is the involvement of households with 
children in supply interruptions. Families with children form a large part of those who 
are unable to manage their token meters without becoming disconnected. They are 
the largest category in the group, which is without supply for the longest periods. 
Thus, 40 per cent of all those respondents who were cut off from electricity for up to 
three days and 47.6 per cent of those who were cut off from gas for up to three days 
were families with young children. 

In summary, the sort of problems often associated with token meters, and the 
causes of widespread resistance to this form of payment, are as follows: 

• the cost and inconvenience of travel to get tokens; 

• the high money cost of prepayment (post offices will only sell £1 tokens in batches 
of five); 

• and high calibration levels when the rate of debt repayment is linked to current 
consumption. 

It is not easy to reach judgements about this policy because evidence about it tends 
to be scattered and under-reported. The Right to Warmth Report (1994\1995), for 
example, concluded that low income families looked on temporary losses of gas and 
electricity supply as part of their daily lives and so perhaps did not even consider 
themselves as part of the 'hidden' disconnected. Moreover, such families might be 
fearful of reporting their difficulties. 'Emergency credit', available in all electronic 
prepayment meters, is another complicating factor. A large number of households 
rely on this credit to such an extent that its use becomes part of their pattern of 
feeding the meter. 

Kempson (1996) has suggested that the majority of people find the constant 
preoccupation with money a burden and prefer to pay by fuel direct if they qualify for 
direct deductions. Fuel direct is a payment method only available to those customers 
in receipt of income support who have incurred a debt for fuel. Money is deducted 
from weekly benefit by the Department of Social Security and paid direct to the 
supplier in respect of current consumption and arrears. But there is no certainty 
about getting on the payment of your choice. Several studies have found a degree of 
compulsion and even secrecy in the policies adopted by the fuel companies. 

3.  Coping strategies of low income households 
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Several studies outline the various strategies which low-income families use to make 
ends meet. Notable here are the works of Kempson and Graham. 

a) Developing money management skills: 

The majority of low-income families manage their money reasonably well. Kempson 
(1996: 4) found that some families are careful money managers and "could account 
for every penny they spent". Experience and practice seem to be more important 
than attitudes. It tends to be the women who develop these skills as they are "likely 
to both control and manage the household budget" (Kempson, 1996: 17; Graham, 
1993). 

b) Controlling the household budget: 

Low income families tend to use cash and budget weekly as opposed to having a 
bank account and budgeting monthly (Graham, 1993). They have little room for 
flexibility because a higher percentage of their income has to meet fixed costs like 
housing, local taxes, and fuel. Berthoud and Kempson (1992: 105) found in their 
survey of low-income families that at least 50 per cent of income goes to meet fixed 
costs early in the weekly cycle compared with 21 per cent of the income in better-off 
households. It is within this uncommitted half of income that cutbacks are made 
initially. But when arrears with fixed costs occur, there are difficult choices to be 
made amongst essential expenditures. People do try to exercise control over their 
spending but they have little control over the size of their income. The result is 
money management for weekly survival. 

Kempson (Kempson et al, 1994) describes several ways of keeping a close eye on 
what is spent: 

• planning spending in advance, writing things down and costing a budget for 
the week; 

• as soon money comes in, allocating it to different jars or envelopes for 
different essentials; 

• keeping detailed records of what is being spent. 

c)  Managing debt repayments: 

For families in multiple debt, not only are it hard to meet household costs and day-to-
day expenses, there are also debt commitments to add to weekly outgoings. Multiple 
debt families have to pay off loans, hire purchase, social fund loans, catalogue 
repayments, and loans from families and friends. There are several typical strategies 
(Kempson, 1996; Mannion et al, 1994): 

• denial; 
• doing without essentials through disconnection; 
• 'juggling' with bills; 
• budgeting repayments out of 'non-essential' expenditure, like clothing; 
• paying direct out of benefit. 
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d) Economising: 

Low-income households have to economise wherever possible. Initially they may 
cutback on 'luxuries' such as social activities, 'treats', decorating and repairs. They 
have few holidays and spend more time in the house. Both Kempson and Graham 
have characterised expenditure on tobacco as a means of coping with the stresses 
of family life on a low income. Spending on clothes is reduced to just buying for the 
children, getting clothes that are too large so they last longer and shopping at 
discount stores or going to sales. Women tend to put their children's needs for food, 
clothes and other essentials before their own. 

e) Prioritising: 

'Making difficult decisions' (Kempson, 1996) or 'Juggling conflicting demands' 
(Graham, 1993) 

Even after economising, people living on very low incomes may still be unable to 
make ends meet. They then face some hard decisions. Kempson identifies two 
main approaches (Kempson, 1996: 25): 

" going without essentials to pay bills and avoid having to use credit"; 

" juggling bills and using credit to avoid going without essentials". 

The first approach involves weighing up needs for food as opposed to fuel. 

"People employing the first of these approaches went without food and fuel to tide 
themselves over until they received their next payment of benefit or wages. This 
meant missing meals or living on toast; going to bed early in winter or sitting in the 
cold with blankets; and even living in the dark, using candles, because there was no 
money for tokens to feed the electricity meter" (Kempson, 1996: 26). Graham found 
that "food is the area in which cutbacks are most often sought" (1993:154). As one 
woman said: "I put away the money to pay that bill and if I haven't got anything left to 
buy food with, then we have to manage" (Graham 1993:155). 

Next to go are clothes and shoes. Bradshaw and Holmes, in a study of low income 
families on Tyneside, reported that.."three-quarters of the [adults] and 60 per cent of 
the children lacked more than two basic items of clothing. One in four families said 
that they were in desperate need for clothes and shoes." (in Graham, 1993:156). 

The second approach creates a constant cycle of paying bills, being chased by 
creditors, and borrowing money to pay bills. 

Amongst several cases cited in the Birmingham report was the woman living alone, 
who said: "...if I have got money, the first thing it goes towards is my meters. Always 
feed my meters first, anything else comes second". 
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The intensity of the competition between food and fuel becomes more obvious with 
the installation of a token meter. The meter equalises the competition because the 
tokens represent packets of energy and are therefore comparable to boxes or 
packages of food. Most importantly, both items need to be paid for in advance. 
Accordingly, many households prioritised fuel by purchasing a block of tokens (or 
charging the key) to get them through a specific payment period (normally a week or 
a fortnight) and 'scraped' food from the remainder of their income. In general, 
households gave a high priority to not going hungry, but would find ways to cut back 
on food. Children were afforded very high priority and parents reported going without 
meals in order to ensure that the children were warm and had enough to eat. 

There is also a conflict between gas and electricity. Following a disconnection, a far 
greater percentage of electricity households are reconnected within 1-3 months than 
gas households, possibly because electricity is a more 'essential' fuel. In cases of 
self-disconnection, gas, again, is likely to go first. "If / were desperate for a wash I 
could always use the kettle. It would just have to be cold food. I would not like to be 
in a dark house. I keep candles just in case." (A woman living alone). "...[without 
electricity] we have no lights, TV, no cooking, no nothing, whereas without gas I can 
if necessary put the kids to bed and wrap them up with a blanket and not worry 
about them too much." 

The essential theme is continual trade-offs between basic needs like food, warmth 
and shelter. Graham writes that women experience motherhood."as a conflict 
between health and debt, where individual well-being is constantly pitted against the 
financial survival of the family" (Graham, 1993: 149). Although mothers develop 
strategies to keep their families in health and out of too much debt, "the struggle to 
make ends meet is typically fought out in and against the routines that sustain 
physical and mental health " (Graham, 1993: 152). With debts there is the juggling 
of demands from different creditors as well as the demands of day-to-day living. 

f)  Going without 

The Birmingham Settlement report suggested that women assume the burden of, 
and responsibility for, debt and fuel poverty. Graham has looked at the way in which 
women shoulder this burden. "Women", she writes, "deepen their own poverty by 
self-imposed cutbacks, taking their living standards further below what others would 
regard as a basic minimum" (1993: 158). Hunt and McKenna (1992) describe how 
women first deny themselves personal goods and services, and then deny 
themselves the basics. This has an effect on women's health. 

5.  Researching the links between health and housing in relation to fuel 
poverty  

" There is now agreement on links between poor housing and health" (Audit 
Commission 1991 in The Hidden Disconnected, 1993, p.45). 

" 91 % of children reported having a long-standing illness where households were 
unable to keep warm in the previous winter...respiratory conditions, diarrhoea, 
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vomiting and psychological distress were particular common" (Watt and McCloskey, 
1996 p,74 based on Blackman's 1987 research). 

" The Black Report identified an association between living in council housing 
and higher than average mortality rates and highlighted the links between 
inadequate heating and hypothermia in old people, overcrowding and 
respiratory and other diseases, housing conditions and psychological distress 
" (Watt and McCloskey, 1996, p.73). 

1.  Approaches to researching the links between health and housing. 

Studies examining the links between health and housing may use different 
definitions of health. The medical model of health emphasises individual 
susceptibility (HEAT and NEA, 1995). This analysis seeks links between housing 
and health through causal connections between illness and cold, dampness, mould 
and the fatality of unsafe/poor fuel systems (i.e. Birchnell et al, 1988; Blackman et 
al, 1989; Burridge and Ormandy (eds), 1993; Byrne et al, 1986; Chandler et al, 
1984; Furley, 1989; Gabe and Williams, 1993; Hunt and McKenna, 1992; Martin et 
al, 1987; Smith, 1989). These studies give considerable weight to the serious 
mental and physical health risks of living in fuel poverty. Older people and children 
are particularly susceptible to these risks. 

`Lifestyle' studies, whilst they move beyond purely physical antecedents of disease, 
still operate with an individualist model. Here, however, it is not the individual's 
immune system which is the variable, but their behaviour patterns. Lifestyle studies 
look at 'pathological behaviour', that is to say, patterns of behaviour, like smoking, 
bad diet, lack of exercise, etc., which tend to promote ill-health. 

The 'social model' of health derives from the World Health Organisation (WHO) 
definition according to which 'health' is not merely about the absence of disease, but 
also about complete mental and physical well being. Health construed in this way is 
deemed to be influenced both by physical and social environments. However, 
whereas the model of making causal links between pathogens and disease 
commands wide support, the causal links between well being and social 
environment can often prove more controversial. 

The community health promotion model is an 'holistic' one in that it promotes 
prevention and education for the well being of communities. A holistic approach to 
poor housing conditions is likely to emphasise, amongst other things, the role of 
social networks in maintaining health (0' Niell and 0' Niell in Watt and McCloskey, 
1996: 66). A 'quality of life' approach to health is used by Lawrence(City of 
Newcastle upon Tyne. 1996) in research into tenants who have moved from 'unfit' 
houses, by Ambrose in his current research into the health benefits for tenants after 
housing improvements in Tower Hamlets, and in the HEAT report. 

i- DoE discussion of the two main approaches argues that there are several 
drawbacks to both the social and the medical model (Smith, in D.O.E.1994). 
Ambrose, who has done extensive research into health and housing and is currently 
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setting up a national network of related research, is criticised for viewing health in an 
abstract way. Boardman is criticised for not quantifying the health aspect of fuel 
poverty. The DoE appreciation was based upon research, which ended in the pilot 
stage because the researchers were unable to measure accurately the health 
benefits of better housing. 

Smith did however recommend that the two models of health need to be included 
when researching health and housing. He quotes with approval the work of 
Professor Green, who acknowledges that a direct link between health and housing is 
hard to prove but nevertheless uses longitudinal studies to demonstrate the health 
benefits of relieving fuel poverty. 

2. Who is at risk from poor health due to bad housing? 

Fuel poverty is most acute when a household has a low income and high heating 
costs (Boardman, 1991). Groups most at risk from ill health due to housing include 
older people living alone, children under 5 years, single parent households, 
unskilled/manual workers and ethnic minorities. Young families which are in debt 
are at risk insofar as they may have to choose food over fuel to get by (Boardman, 
1991). Some local studies have linked poor housing with inequalities in health 
(Barker and Osmond, 1987; Blackman et al, 1989; Bryne and Keithley in Burridge 
and Ormandy eds., 1993). 

Conditions such as inadequate heating and ventilation, and damp and mould growth 
entail physical and mental health risks. These are summarised in the following chart 
(Audit Commission, 1991; but see also Blackman, 1987 in Watt and McCloskey, 
1996). Houses are judged unfit for occupancy if they have health and safety risks. 
One report estimates that there are more unfit houses in rural than in urban areas 
(Watt and McCloskey, 1996: p.69). The type of heating system and fuel used is 
important. Older houses, particularly non-centrally heated houses, are colder and 
more expensive. There are safety risks in using systems like coal open fires and 
candles (Watt and McCloskey, 1996). 

3. Housing problems leading to ill health.  

     

 

HOUSING DEFECT  HEALTH RISK 

 

Inadequate heating  Bronchitis, pneumonia, 
facilities  stroke, heart disease, 

hypothermia and accidents. 

 

 

Damp and mould growth  Respiratory and other diseases 

 

 

Inadequate ventilation  Respiratory complaints and carbon 
monoxide poisoning. 

 

Source: Audit Commission.1991. Healthy Housing. 
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There is disagreement about the causal links between illness and housing 
conditions. Hopton and Hunt (1996) point to some of the sources of disagreement. 
For example, improved heating means more warmth but central heating can cause 
respiratory problems. In this case, house improvement and health improvement 
have an uncertain relationship. Then again, rehousing from unfit housing may 
involve loss of friends and create anxiety and unhappiness. (City of Newcastle upon 
Tyne. 1996). However, most studies conclude that fuel poverty is associated with a 
higher incidence of illness. 

Hunt and Hopton concluded that the elimination of dampness and cold had a 
positive effect on children's health, which was independent of changes in economic 
and other housing conditions. Adequate housing may have a preventative effect and 
be important in reducing susceptibility to illness. This hypothesis recognises the vital 
role of stress, tiredness and malnutrition. 

A study of the health risks from damp housing and mould growth in Edinburgh, 
Glasgow, and London found that there were direct and indirect health risks: 

" For children the evidence is that headache, wheezing, sore throat and fever are 
directly caused by dampness and mould in the home, whilst these conditions have 
some influence in producing coughing, vomiting, irritability, tiredness, unhappiness 
and poor appetite.... In adults dampness and mould are linked to aching joints, 
nausea, bad nerves, fainting, constipation, breathlessness and blocked nose " (Watt 
and McCloskey, 1996: p.79 - 80). 

Damp and mouldy conditions can lead to frustration and distress at the lack of 
personal space. Many women suffer anxiety and depression due to the worry of 
their own and their family's health in poor housing conditions. (Watt and McCloskey, 
1996; Boardman, 1991). 

4. Heating systems, health and safety. 

There are issues about different heating systems, fuel types and associated health 
and safety risks. Chandler et al concluded that there was a higher incidence of fires 
in poor housing (Chandler et al, 1984). There are several reported cases of death 
from house fires caused by lighted candles (for example, Energy Action, 1996). 

5. Housing type and fuel poverty 

Issues of tenure and age 

Boardman (1991) points out that the cost of warmth is a more reliable indicator of 
energy efficiency than the cost of fuel. Given energy efficiency, the cost of warmth 
can be reduced without increasing fuel costs or lowering demand. Tenure and 
energy efficiency are related. 

There are numerous factors that influence the warmth of a home and, hence, the 
cost of warmth. Energy audits attempt to give weight to the variables influencing 
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energy efficiency. They have been criticised for being based on too many 
assumptions and especially for concentrating on the technical side of housing and 
not taking the occupants and their circumstances into account. 

Boardman has warned that any cross-tenure comparison is only indicative of energy 
efficiency trends in housing. This is because different measures, each with some 
inherent inaccuracies, have been used for different housing sectors. She argues, 
however, that energy efficiency comparisons by tenure and age are vital tools in 
policy reform. They identify the issues of housing stock investment and standards' 
regulation, and put a new light on the policy of income support. 

Boardman has constructed a Cost of Warmth Index (COWI), which lists the main 
variables behind energy efficiency. Factors include: 
- whether detached or semi-detached 
- flat or house, block of flats, upstairs/ downstairs flat 
- the floor area 
- floor to ceiling height 
- insulation, quality of insulation, window insulation 
- double-glazing 
- ventilation losses 
- quality of water heating and type of fuel 
- regional situation, seasonal temperatures 
- occupancy patterns 
- central heating or not 
- central heating in all rooms or some rooms 
- type of heating system 
- type of fuels used 
- age of house 
- how long the heating is on 
- how many windows /rooms 
- north or south facing 

Tenure and age of house (especially the 1974 watershed, when building regulations 
took effect) have a close correlation with fuel poverty: local authority and housing 
association properties tend to be rated as quite efficient; the cheaper end of privately 
rented homes is the least efficient; and owner occupier homes are rated somewhere 
between (C Mills, Newcastle Housing Department Phone conversation,1996; 
Boardman, 1991; English Homes Conditions Survey and Energy Supplement, 1991; 
Energy Efficiency in Council Housing, DoE, 1994). 

The picture does vary depending on what measures are used for auditing. The DoE 
guide for local authorities used Standard Assessment Procedure (SAP) ratings. It 
showed that, although the worst LA houses (<20) had a better SAP rating than the 
worst privately rented property (<40) or owner occupied house (<30), the owner-
occupied sector had the highest mean SAP rating: 

"The local authority sector has a mean SAP rating of 34.4 and 17% of dwellings with 
ratings below 20. Like the housing association sector, it is generally less energy 
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efficient than the owner-occupied sector (mean SAP 37.2 and under 10% of the 
dwellings below 20) but significantly more efficient than the private rented sector 
(mean SAP 21.7 and 47% of dwellings below 20)." (Energy Efficiency in Council 
Housing, DoE 1994: p.3). 

The guide suggests that dwelling type and age are the most important components 
in terms of heat loss comparisons: ". there is little variation between tenures in the 
heat loss properties of dwellings, once differences in dwelling age and type are 
accounted for.." (Energy Efficiency in Council Housing 1994: p.3). Differences 
between tenures are due to differences in heating provision, the average efficiency, 
and the fuel price of the heating system.  Low-income families tend to be 
concentrated in the properties with the lowest SAP ratings and the highest costs of 
warmth. Fuel poverty therefore occurs in the worst council houses, in the cheaper 
and usually older privately rented houses, and in owner-occupied houses where the 
house is owned outright. 

The links between tenure, low income households and fuel poverty 

Poor housing is associated with low income and the rented sector. The majority of 
poor households are LA tenants. 70 per cent of all poor households are in the rented 
sector. Surveys have shown that low-income families live in the homes with the 
highest heat loss and relatively high fuel bills. These houses are concentrated in the 
privately rented and local authority rented sectors (Boardman 1991). The difference 
in heat loss and, hence, fuel bills was significant...."If all factors influencing the cost 
of warmth were held constant, the worst semi-detached house would cost more than 
17 times the cost of heating the best flat." (Boardman, 1991: p.75). 

Local authority dwellings have better mean energy ratings because they tend be 
newer than private rented homes. Local authority energy conservation programmes 
also mean that the social housing stock is in a better situation and council tenants 
have better access to services, advice and grants than private rented tenants have. 
However, council stock is said to be deteriorating at quite a rapid rate due to 
declining budgets and an ageing stock (D Diacon, 1991; Cole and Furbey, 1994). 
Housing association properties have amongst the lowest heat loss because these 
properties have been built later and under the energy efficiency regulation of NFHA 
and the Chartered Institute for Housing (NFHA phone call 1996; Chartered Institute 
of Housing, 1995). 

The private sector generally has a larger percentage of older properties built before 
thermal standards. This sector involves market incentives to maximise rent charges 
and there are few incentives to make substantial investments in energy efficiency. 

Hutton has surveyed the housing and heating conditions of low-income families. The 
housing of those on means-tested benefit in 1986, although only slightly less likely to 
be unfit than that of other higher income households, was more likely to be defective 
(26 per cent were defective compared with 19 per cent for higher income 
households). In the 1991 English House Condition Survey, 12 per cent of low- 
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income households lived in homes, which were unfit, compared with 6 per cent of 
other households. 

Insulation comparisons are available from 1986 English House Condition Survey. 
Households on means-tested benefits in 1986 were less likely to have a hot water 
tank jacket than other households (13% and 14% respectively), although this is one 
of the most cost effective energy efficiency measures. Households on means-tested 
benefits, however, were equally likely to have loft insulation and more likely to have 
draught proofing. 

Higher income families were more likely to have double glazing and cavity wall 
insulation. Amongst those on means-tested benefits, the presence of different 
insulation measures varied with tenure. Local authority and private tenants were half 
as likely to have a hot water tank jacket as owner-occupiers, but local authority 
tenants were most likely to have loft insulation and private tenants were the least 
likely to have draught-proofing. Although few had double-glazing, owner-occupiers 
were more likely to do so than others (29% compared with less than 10%). 

Lack of insulation is associated with particular combinations of housing and heating. 
25 per cent of households on means-tested benefits living in small terraced houses 
or flats built before 1964 had no hot water tank jacket. But the figures for draught-
proofing and loft insulation differed according to the type of fuel used in the home 
and ranged from 30 per cent to 67 per cent. By contrast, 2 per cent of those in new 
homes with gas central heating had no loft insulation and 5 per cent of those with 
electric central heating had no hot water tank jacket. 

Note on Energy audits 

An energy audit is a method of estimating the heat loss of a dwelling from, amongst 
other things, its size and construction. By combining this information with data on the 
type and use of heating appliances, the cost of fuel, and the climate, the cost of 
heating can be estimated. 

The National Home Energy Rating (NHER) scheme is a computerised energy audit 
system, which is administered by the National Energy Foundation. The scheme uses 
the NHER Homerater System, which is designed to provide full energy audits on 
existing properties. The NHER measures the energy efficiency of a property taking 
into account its construction, heating facilities and appliance use. It uses a scale of 0 
to 10 to one decimal places. The higher the rating the more energy efficient the 
home, the lower the cost of warmth, and the more economical it will be to run. The 
average unimproved mid-1950's home of traditional brick cavity construction scores 
around 2.4 on the NHER scale. A house built to the 1990 Building Regulations 
Standards would score approximately 7. 

The most influential factors in energy efficiency are property construction, heating 
appliance efficiency and property location. In conjunction with the rating, the 
following information is obtained from the programme: 
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• Building Energy Performance Index (BEPI), a scale related to the building fabric 
and its thermal insulation: the higher the value, the more energy efficient is the 
fabric of the building. A house built to the 1990 Building Regulations Standards 
would score 100 on the scale. 

• Carbon dioxide emissions - in tonnes per year and kg/sq m per year. 

• Standard Assessment Procedure (SAP) which reconciles data from different 
energy audit systems. It has a scale of 1 to 100. A house built to the current 
regulations would score over 50. 

• fuel costs for heating, hot water and appliances - used for predicting fuel bills 
where refurbishment schemes are being undertaken or to compare occupiers' 
actual fuel usage with predicted usage. 

• A range of options with their consequent reductions in fuel costs for proposed 
energy efficiency measures. 

The annual fuel costs revealed by the audits are based on occupancy patterns, 
house type, number of bedrooms, and actual use of appliances. The results can be 
either calculated on the costs of achieving a standard heating pattern or by 
substituting the actual hours the occupants heat the property and the temperatures 
they maintain the property at. The standard heating pattern assumes temperatures 
of 21 degrees centigrade in the main living area and 18 degrees centigrade in the 
rest of the property for 9 hours per day during weekdays and for 15 hours per day at 
weekends. The standard heating pattern is used when comparing costs of different 
types of fuel and comparing running costs of different types of heating systems. 
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I

Chapter 4 

The Survey 

The sample 

Eighty one people were interviewed in the course of the survey. Five interview 
schedules were returned after analysis had been completed. The actual size of 
sample was seventy six. 

The interviewees, all of whom were CAB clients, were chosen because they had 
several debts of which at least one was a priority debt (a debt carrying a more 
severe penalty for non-repayment than action through a county court). About half 
were behind with their electricity or gas payments. 

Female respondents outnumbered male respondents in the proportion of three to 
two, reflecting other findings that household debt management usually falls to 
women household members. 

Total Number of Respondents by Gender 

Male Female Total 
Number 29 44 76 
Percent 40 60 100 

Note: Numbers may not add up to 76 because of missing values. Percentages 
have been rounded to the nearest whole number. 

The mean age of respondents was around 39 years on a range from 20 years to 
78 years. Nearly half of respondents were in the 30-40 age range. About 20 per 
cent were in their forties and early fifties. Very few of those interviewed were of 
pensionable age, reflecting again other findings that there are generational 
differences in attitudes to debt. 

Age Range of Respondents 

Years  20 - 29 30 - 39 40 - 64 65 or over Mean age 
Number - 15  30  25  3  39 
Percent 21 
 

42 
 

33  4 

The figures of household composition suggest that families with children figured 
prominently amongst those with multiple debt who were also clients of CABx. 
(See below). One half of respondents represented three or four-person 
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households. A quarter was two-person households and a little over 12 per cent 
was a single-person household. 

Household Size 

No in Household 
Number 19 21 19 16 5 4 1 76 
Percent 13 28 25 21 7 5 1 100 

Just over one third of the sample was composed of what is usually referred to as 
the traditional nuclear family of two adults and one or more children. But a little 
under a third of the sample consisted of a single adult with at least one child, 
confirming that single-parenthood is an important cause of debt. (One of the 
three main reasons given for being in debt was separation or divorce - see 
below). About one quarter of respondents were equally distributed between 
`adult' families of one person or more than one person, but more than two thirds 
of the families had children. 

Household Composition 

Type of Household  Number Percent 
Single retired person  9 

 
12 

2 adults & 1 child 
 

4 
 

5 
2 adults & more than 1 child 

 
23 
 

30 
1 adult & 1 child 
 

11 
 

15 
1 adult & more than 1 child 

 
12 
 

16 
More than 1 adult 
 

10 
 

13 
More than 1 adult and at least 1 older person  1 

 
1 

Retired couple  4 

The average family size was 3. Fourteen households in all numbered five or 
more members. 

A relatively small proportion of respondents (about one fifth) were employed full 
time. 13 per cent were employed part-time. About one third of respondents were 
employed full- or part-time. Another third were unavailable for work or long-term 
sick and one quarter was unemployed. Relatively small proportions, 5 per cent, 
were retired. In total, therefore, most clients in the survey were not working for 
one reason or another, and most of these were outside the labour market. 

The picture changes little when we look at the composition and employment 
status of the households represented by these respondents. The 76 families in 
the sample consisted of 219 individuals, of which 85 were children aged under 
sixteen and five were adults aged 65 or over. In overall terms, only one in four of 
the adults of working age within the sample families were in full-time work, one in 
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eight worked part-time, and just under a half were either unemployed, long-term 
sick, or otherwise not available for work. 

Employment Status (All family members above school leaving age) 

Employment Status.  Number Percent 
Employed full-time 
Employed part-time 
Self employed 
Unemployed 
Retired 
Student 
Long term sick 
Not available for work 
Total 

30 
15 
4 
29 
7 
6 
15 
16 
122  100 

In terms of economic status, nearly two-thirds of the households either had no-
one working or only one person working part-time. Employment status and 
families with children were, on the face of it, important correlates of multiple debt. 

Income and debt 

This supposition is borne out by the findings on source of household income. 
Amongst the sample households, most (54%) described their main source of 
income as state benefits. Less than forty per cent said that most of their income 
came from paid employment. In keeping with the age distribution of the sample, 
very few (about 5 %) listed a retirement pension as their main source of income. 

Main Source of Household Income 

Main Source of Income Number Percent 
Paid employment  30  40 
State benefit  41 

 
54 

Retirement pension  4  5 
Child support  1 

 
1 

We explored the types of benefit in some detail both because it is indicative of a 
number of other aspects of a family's circumstance and because the existence of 
means-tested benefits is a good guide to levels of poverty - incomes below the 
means-tested benefit level are an officially accepted guide to the existence of 
poverty. Accordingly, respondents were asked whether they or their partner was 
in receipt of a number of different benefits. 

Nearly half of the families in the survey were in receipt of the means-tested 
income support benefit. Only two families received contributory income-support. 
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One in eight of the families received family credit or earnings top-up and just 
under half (45%) received housing benefit. None of the families in the survey 
received maternity benefit, industrial injury benefit, widow's benefit, or disability 
working allowance. But nearly a quarter of the sample was in receipt of sickness, 
incapacity, severe disablement benefit or the disability living allowance. 17 per 
cent of families were on one-parent family benefit and 56 per cent received child 
benefit. 

Most of the recipients of disability living allowance received the benefit under the 
mobility and care category, which implies higher levels of dependency. The 
mobility allowance was mostly claimed as Motability and at the higher rate. DLA 
care was largely claimed at the medium rate. Invalid care allowance was in all 
cases paid directly to the carer in the household. 

A little over 40 per cent of the sample said that their weekly disposable income 
was less than £100 per week. 8 per cent said that it was less than £50. Three-
quarters of the sample households reported weekly disposable incomes of less 
than £200. ("Disposable Income" was defined as all earned and unearned 
income after deductions for tax and national insurance; and all cash benefits 
before deductions at source). 

Household Weekly Disposable Income and Household Size 

Weekly Disposable Income Household Size Number Percent 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Less than £50 3 2 1 6 8.1 
£50 - £99 5 10 8 2 25 33.8 
£100 - £149 1 3 2 4 1 11 14.9 
£150 - £199 1 4 4 2 1 12 16.2 
£200 - 249 1 1 3 2 1 8 10.8 
£250 - £299 1 3 1 5 6.8 
£300 - £349 1 1 2 2.7 
£400 - £499 1 1 1.4 
£500 - £549 1 1 1.4 
£550 or above 1 1 2 2.7 
Total 10 21 17 16 5 4 1 74 100 

27 



The proportion of this disposable income spent weekly on fuel was as follows: 

Percent of Disposable Income spent on fuel each week 

Percent of Income No of Households Percent 
Less than 10% 12 17 
10% - 14% 28 40 
15% - 19% 14 19 
20% - 24% 8 11 
25% - 29% 7 10 
More than 30% 3 4 
Total 72 100 

The national average household expenditure on fuel has been estimated at 
about 5% of disposable income. The average for the NACAB sample was 
between 10-15% although the figures were not checked against actual bills. 
This picture of low, and sometimes very low, household income has its correlate 
in patterns of debt. We asked households to state their total current debt. Total 
debt was defined as all priority and non-priority debt and included mortgage debt 
as mortgage arrears, not as total outstanding repayments on a mortgaged 
house. 

Debts ranged from less than £500 to more than £50,000. Fewer than one in eight 
households had debts of less than £500. Only one had debts in excess of 
£50,000. About half the families in the sample had debts of less than £3,000. 
One in five families had debts of less than £1,000. Some households had 
substantial debts. One third of the sample were in debt by over £5,000. 

Priority debt, defined as any debt that puts individuals at risk of losing their 
home, goods, essential services or their liberty, showed a rather different picture. 
These high-risk debts tended to be much smaller than total debt. 60 per cent of 
families had priority debts totalling less than £500. One quarter had priority debts 
of less than £100. The burden of debt was therefore rather different from what it 
at first appeared; and, if a debt of a few hundred pounds was nevertheless 
formidable to a family on benefits, it was at any rate more tractable than the 
figures for total debt. Findings like these underline the potential importance of 
debt counselling, during which a family in debt can reassess what must often 
seem insurmountable financial difficulties. 

Size and Distribution of Priority Debt 

Total Priority Debt Number Percent 
Less than £100 18 25 
£100 - £199 7 10 
£200 - £499 17 24 
£500 - £999 11 15 
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£1000 - £1999 7 10 
£2000 - £4999 6 8 
£5000 or above 5 7 
Total 71 100 

About half of the respondents reported that they were not in debt to fuel 
companies or declined to answer the question. Thus, although the debtor 
households turned out to be mainly at the lower end of the household income 
range, the evidence is mixed about the relationship between low income, 
household debt, and fuel debt. 

Numbers describing themselves as in debt with the fuel companies 

Not in debt In debt Did not answer 
Gas  25 

 
33 

Electricity 7 
 

20  47 

In summary, families in multiple debt are more likely than not to be in receipt of 
means-tested state benefits; a majority cite such benefits as their main source of 
income; a significant minority (12 %) were in debt although their wages were 
subsidised; one-parent families formed a large proportion of debtor households; 
an even larger minority were either sick or sufficiently disabled to receive the 
higher rates of disability allowances; fuel debt was present in about half of the 
sample. 

How fuel is used 

In order to get an idea of how energy was used in the home, we asked 
respondents to describe their space and water heating systems. We looked both 
for a broad account of the systems, including their efficiency, and for clues about 
the ways in which households in debt might have to improvise or fall back on 
more expensive forms of heating. 

Most households used gas. Nearly nine out of ten had gas central heating. Only 
three households had some form of electric central heating. Very few, 6 per cent, 
had open fires. Thus the main fuel for heating in almost all the households was 
natural gas. Only two households said that they used bottled gas. And two said 
that their main fuel for heating was solid fuel. 

The small numbers in the sample with open fires meant that very few households 
listed wood, house coal, or peat as alternative sources of fuel. None said that 
they used paraffin heaters. However, with one exception the households, which 
did use house coal or bottled gas all, said that they bought them in small 
quantities from local suppliers, traditionally a more expensive way of buying 
energy. 
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We asked how heating systems were used. Virtually every household said that 
they heated their bedrooms as well as their living rooms. Two-thirds of 
respondents also said that they could keep their homes warm enough for their 
needs during cold weather. One third said that they could not. Investigating this 
further we asked respondents to tell us for how long they kept their heating on in 
cold weather. A few (6) said that they kept their heating on all the time. Nearly 
half said that they kept it on during the daytime only. But 44 per cent said that 
even in cold weather they used their heating for less than six hours in a twenty-
four period. 16 per cent said that they used it for less than 4 hours. So although 
one third of households could not keep their homes warm enough, a rather 
higher proportion exhibited an energy consumption pattern which suggested 
some degree of rationing, a point reinforced by the likelihood that many of the 
households spent the greater part of the day in the home. 

Hours a day heating used in cold weather 

Hours 

All day 
Ali,night 
Ali the time 
Total 

No of Households Percent 
12 16 
21 28 
36 47 
1 1 
6 8 
76 100 

But perhaps the most striking thing about these figures is that 55% of the sample 
had their heating on all day or all the time. This is very much in line with 
assumptions that unemployment, child rearing and ill health are all associated 
with higher energy consumption patterns. Such patterns have to be reviewed in 
the light of energy efficiency of the homes in question. (See below). 

Households adopted rather different strategies for domestic hot water. Over 40 
per cent chose to keep their heater on for domestic hot water either all the time 
or throughout the day. A similar number were more selective, allocating briefer 
periods to water heating. Just over 10 per cent said that they used their water 
heater very rarely or not at all. 

So far as cooking was concerned, gas-users were again in the majority with 
nearly two-thirds of households using gas for cooking. The remainder used 
electricity. No other fuels were reported for cooking. There were four reported 
cases of candles regularly being used for lighting. 

The following questions were intended to provide some sort of guide to the 
efficiency of the heating systems. Amongst other things we wanted to know how 
old the systems were, whether or not they were regularly maintained, and 
whether users knew how to control them. 
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The age structure of heating systems in the sample was as follows: 

Age Structure of Heating Systems 

Age of System  Number Percent 
Le  ears old 14  18 
5 - 10 years old 
 

20  16 
Over 10 years old 
 

30  40 
Don't know  12  16 

Exactly half the systems were reportedly serviced regularly under a maintenance 
agreement. However, one quarter of households said that they rarely or never 
serviced the equipment. There is an implied potential here for dangerous and 
inefficient plant in the home. 

So far as the central heating controls were concerned, a majority of respondents 
said that they knew how to use them, although nearly one in five said that they 
only used them sometimes or not at all. 

The inefficient house 

The survey explored the issues raised in the literature about house type. 
Previous findings had suggested that low-income households were more likely to 
occupy energy inefficient homes and that therefore their fuel needs, even with 
consumption patterns similar to those of other households, would be greater. 
Questions of tenure, age, and physical construction are relevant here. 

The houses in the sample were divided amongst the tenures as follows: 

33% Owner occupied with mortgage 
53% . LA housing 
8% Housing association 
6% Private rented 

Four households were on short-hold tenancies, of which two were six-month 
tenancies and two were one-year tenancies. 

Most families lived in semi-detached (41%) or terraced (40%) accommodation. 6 
per cent lived in detached dwellings and 8 per cent lived in flats. Nearly all the 
properties were two- or three-bedroomed. Just over half had been built before 
1974; an age of building which may imply lower energy efficiency. 

Other general guides to energy efficiency were double-glazing (present in 32% of 
the sample houses), draught proofing (present in 58%), loft hatch draught-
proofing (49%) and cavity wall insulation (reported in only 12% of homes). The 
most common forms of energy retention measures, loft and hot water tank 
insulation were reportedly present in, respectively, 81% and 73% of homes. 
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Energy Efficiency Measures 

Number of Houses where present Percent 
Draught proofing  42 

 58 
Roof insulation  60 

 
81 

Wall insulation  9 
 

13 
Floor insulation  4 

 
6 

Hot water tank insulation 55 
 

73 

Damp, mould, and condensation are factors, which are related both to the 
general efficiency and the wholesomeness of a dwelling. We asked respondents 
whether any of these was a serious, and not just an occasional, nuisance. More 
than one quarter of respondents reported a serious problem of dampness. For 
most of the households affected the trouble was to be found in at least one 
bedroom and in the bathroom. The literature associates dampness with ill 
health. 

Coping with debt and low income 

Expenditure on fuel is one of the necessities of family life. Fuel debt and high fuel 
costs are amongst the most difficult challenges for low-income households. 
Other studies have suggested that fuel payments acted as a major constraint on 
household budget planning both because of the high priority householders 
generally have to such payments and because of the policies of the fuel utilities, 
with their capacity to dictate forms and levels of payment. We explored how 
people got into debt, how they coped with it, and how those in fuel debt handled, 
or were allowed to handle, the debt repayment problem. 
For many of the households debt was a relatively new experience. For some it 
was a chronic problem. 38 per cent of householders said that their debt problems 
were very recent or had arisen within the last year. One half said that they had 
had problems with debt for many years. 

The Duration of Debt Problems 

Period of Debt Problem Number Percent 
Very recent  13 

 
17 

Less than 1 year  16 
 

21 
Several years  37 

 
49 

Always a debt problem 5  7 
Don't know  5  7 
Total  76  100 

The five most important explanations given for being debt were, in order of 
significance, separation or divorce (21%), sickness or disability (21%), 
unemployment (20%), inadequate benefits (12%), and poor money management 
skills (9%). 
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The Main Cases of Debt Problems 

Cause  Number Percent 
Unemployment  15 

 21 
Separation/divorce  16 

 22 
Sickness  14 

 
19 

Disability  2 
 

3 
Growth of family  4 

 
6 

Low pay  2 
 

3 
Too low benefits  9 

 
12 

Bad money management 7  10 
Other  4 

 
5 

If only a minority blamed their own money management skills for their debt 
problems, rather more (33%) described themselves as being deficient in these 
skills. Ignorance of benefit entitlement was plainly another factor in debt. One 
quarter of those asked said that after receiving money advice they had applied 
for further state benefits. But what are the management skills required by a low-
income household? 

We asked people to describe what sort of management system they generally 
adopted. Nearly one third of respondents said that they kept a record of 
everything they spent. When asked for a general description of the methods they 
used for keeping track of their money, and, by implication, paying debts, the 
most common method cited was direct debit (42%). 37 per cent said that they 
used some kind of written accounting method, 21% per cent that they allocated 
money to different jars or envelopes, and forty per cent said that they used 
stamps. There were then a variety of money management strategies adopted, 
and sometimes more than one. But most families said that they did not use any 
method systematically. 

The generation and management of debt is also affected by intra-family factors 
like control of household budget and knowledge of household income and 
expenditure. We asked each respondent to tell us who took responsibility in his 
or her house for managing household income. Most (77%) said that they were 
responsible. This is in line with other findings that suggest that the task often 
devolve on women. 

Given the role of fuel spending in the households' difficulties, we wanted to find 
out how fuel bills in particular were managed. We asked first how fuel bills were 
paid. 40 per cent of respondents paid their electricity bills under some sort of 
budget scheme. 17 per cent paid by pre-payment meter. And a further 24 per 
cent paid through their banks, either by direct debit or by quarterly cheque. 
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Method of Paying Fuel Bills 

e#ho~d  of  Ant Electricity 
Number Percent 

Gas 
Number Percent 

Direct debit 9 12 7 10 
Cash or cheque 9 12 10 15 
Budget share 30 40 28 41 
Easy pay 5 7 6 9 
Fuel direct 5 7 6 9 
Pre-payment meter 13 17 8 12 
Cash on purchase 2 3 2 3 
Other 2 3 2 3 

It was a similar story for gas, except that in this case rather fewer (11%) used a 
pre-payment meter and rather more paid their quarterly bill by cheque. A small 
minority (5 households) was on fuel direct for their electricity. 6 households were 
on fuel direct for gas. 
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Weekly payments for electricity and gas were distributed as follows: 

Weekly Payments for Electricity 

£ Per Week Number Percent 
£3.00 - £3.99 2 3 
£4.00 - £4.99 1 1 
£5.00 - £5.99 7 10 
£6.00 - £6.99 17 23 
£7.00 - £7.99 9 12 
£8.00 - £8.99 6 8 
£9.00 - £9.99 5 7 
£10.00 - £10.99 14 19 
£11.00 - £11.99 3 4 
£12.00 - £12.99 1 1 
£13.00 or more 7 10 
Total 72 100 

Weekly Payments for Gas 

Per Week • NUIT1 ercerlt 
£5.00 - £5.99 1 1 
£6.00 - £6.99 4 6 
£7.00 - £7.99 7 10 
£8.00 - £8.99 9 12 
£9.00 - £9.99 2 3 
£10.00 - £10.99 20 30 
£11.00 - £11.99 4 6 
£12.00 - £12.99 4 6 
£13.00 - £13.99 3 4 
£14.00 - £14.99 1 1 
£15.00 - £15.99 8 11 
£16.00 or more 3 4 
Total 66 100 

Electricity shows a broad range between £3.50 and £34 per week, with peaks at 
£6 and £10. The average bill was £8.79. 

Gas bills ranged from £5 per week to £70, although the last observation was 
nearly three times more than the next highest recorded bill. The average gas bill 
was £11.33. 

Figures on fuel indebtedness are difficult to interpret since two-thirds of gas 
users and 43 per cent of electricity users were either unwilling or unable to say 
how much in debt they were with the fuel utilities. However, only 7 respondents 

35 



said that they were not in debt to the Electricity Company and only 9 said that 
they were not in debt to the Gas Company (see above). On these figures, about 
90% of this sample of people with multiple debts also had fuel debts. However, 
responses elsewhere in the questionnaire suggested that it is unsafe to assume 
that the great majority of people with multiple debt were also in fuel debt. Most of 
the questions about debt and the fuel companies were only answered by around 
half of the sample. 

Of those who did respond, the findings were as follows. Average indebtedness 
for electricity was £80.00 on a range from £10.50 to £440. Average indebtedness 
for gas was £180.00 on a range from £4 to £600. 

We wanted to find how people in debt with fuel companies, and with other debts, 
behaved in respect of these debts. What happens when you are in debt? What 
help do you seek? What help do you get? And what obstacles are put in your 
way? 

We asked first if the respondent had made any formal arrangements to repay 
their debts before they sought help from the CAB. About half of the sample 
(48%) had in fact made an attempt to formalise debt repayments. Those in debt 
to the Electricity Company had mainly opted for budget schemes, although a 
quarter had been put on pre-payment meters. Only three had been put on fuel 
direct. The figures were similar for those in debt to the Gas Company, though 
here there was only one case of a client being put on fuel direct. 

Most of those who had already made formal arrangements for debt repayment 
had also organised the business themselves. Debt advisors or the utilities 
themselves had played little part. On the other hand, respondents did report that 
the options available to them had been curtailed. Almost all said that they had 
not been offered the chance to pay by fuel direct. 

Of those who had made their own repayment arrangements before visiting the 
CAB, about two-thirds said that they had been on budget schemes before, and 
half of these reported that the scheme had previously broken down. Over all, 
then, the CAB clients in this category (about 17 per cent of the total sample) had 
some history of unsuccessful negotiations with fuel companies over debt. 

Within the whole sample, only nine families were currently paying their fuel 
arrears by fuel direct. We asked this group to describe and assess the fuel direct 
scheme so far as it affected them. 

Total weekly deductions under fuel direct reportedly ranged from £12.50 to 
£20.50. The component deducted for arrears ranged from £2.40 to £5. These 
figures are high for debt repayment. There was nevertheless a high degree of 
satisfaction with the fuel direct payment system. Seven out of nine respondents 
said that they preferred it to other methods of payment and half of those on the 
scheme said that it had made household budgeting "a bit easier". 
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Total Weekly Deduction Under Fuel Direct 

Amount Deducted Number of Households 

1 
"Less than £5.00 
£5.00 - £9.00 
£10.00 - £12.49 
£12.50 - £14.99 4 
£15.00 - £20.00 1 
More than £20.00 1 
Don't Know 2 

Weekly Deduction for Arrears (Fuel Direct) 

Amount Deducted Number of Households 
£2.00 - £3.99 1 
£4.00 - £4.99 2 
£5.00 or more 1 
Don't Know 5 

However, this preference was not unconditional. Fuel direct is a system that 
deducts at source fuel payments, including payments for arrears, from benefits. 
A family might find this hard to accommodate, especially when benefit levels are 
already described as too low (see above). It was not surprising, therefore, to find 
that more than half of those on fuel direct felt that the deductions left them either 
"not quite enough" or " definitely not enough" to live on. 

Coping with debt on a low income is both difficult and stressful. To cope well 
implies different types of support, including material, psychological, and 
informational support. We asked to whom people turned when they were in debt. 
For example, with whom did they discuss money worries? Many (63%) said that 
they discussed money worries with family members. Most said that they turned 
to advice workers, although few turned to council advice workers and even fewer 
took their worries to the utilities, although this type of strategy can lead to early 
intervention. 

When asked where they received information and advice when first falling into 
payment arrears, two-thirds of respondents said that it had come from CABx. 
Less than one in five respondents said that information had come from fuel 
utilities or other creditors. This pattern of commercial firms opting out of debt 
containment and management has been widely reported. Anecdotal evidence 
taken from CAB debt counsellers in 1996 suggests that British Gas in particular, 
through its internal reorganisations, has made customer enquiries very difficult. 
Advice to customers seems no longer a cost the company is prepared to bear. 

Nevertheless, about half the sample said that they contacted the fuel companies 
as soon as they got in arrears with their fuel bills. 17% said that they waited less 
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than one month before getting in contact. The result of this being that very few 
had any complaints with the advice they received. 

One in five said that the fuel companies contacted them first. 45% said that when 
they were in contact with the fuel companies they had been treated in a 
sympathetic and understanding manner. However, 17% said that they had not. 
Only four respondents to the survey said that they had seen the fuel companies' 
codes of practice. More than four out of five respondents had not known that 
there were codes of practice before visiting the CAB and therefore most were not 
in a position to say whether the code had been followed. Nevertheless, one in 
five of respondents thought that the fuel companies had taken ability to pay into 
consideration when determining repayment levels. One third thought that they 
had not. (This is an important feature of the Codes of Practice). 

Did the Fuel Companies take into Account Ability to Pay? 

Number Percent 
Yes 21 
 

28 
No 25 
 

33 

40% of the sample described themselves as being in fuel poverty, that is, unable 
to pay for all the fuel they needed. Nevertheless, only the fuel companies had 
ever disconnected two of the sample. Both households had had their electricity 
and gas disconnected. 

We asked how people juggled their financial commitments and what they 
regarded as priorities. Housing costs, both rent and mortgage were accorded 
high priority by almost all respondents, as was children's food. Fuel expenditure, 
though rated high priority by about three-quarters of the sample, registered 
overall as a second priority (although disconnection was householders' greatest 
fear - see below). Water bills, however, rated even lower, and expenditure on 
clothes and shoes was only rated high priority by 12% of respondents. The 
lowest priority was given to expenditure through doorstep collectors. 

We asked respondents whether, before they came to the CAB, they had other 
creditors to pay before they could start paying for fuel bills. Nearly two out of five 
said that they had. 25% said that they had found it easier to ignore fuel 
companies demands for payment than they had other types of creditor, a facility 
that the companies can obviously withdraw under the prepayment system. The 
competing pressures made nearly everyone in the sample say that they felt that 
they had been "constantly juggling with bills." 70% said that this sort of pressure 
had affectedth,=,ir health  of the samplP,  sa  it had affected their 
relationship with other household members. 

38 



Do you feel that you are Constantly Juggling with Debts? 

Number Percent 
Yes 67 
 

92 
No 6 
 

8 

Has Constant Juggling with Debts affected your Health or Family 
Relations? 

Health  Relationship 
Number Percent Number  Percent 

Yes 53 70 41 54 
No 14 18 19 25 

There was anecdotal evidence that one extreme form of debt pressure came 
from door-step collectors, who, though their debts were not priority debts, would 
go to considerable lengths to get them settled in advance of other liabilities. We 
found that over a quarter of the sample sometimes paid doorstep collectors. Of 
this group, only three gave debts which arose in this way higher priority than all 
their other debts and only five respondents cited intimidation as one of the fears 
they had about being in debt. The most commonly stated fear by a long way was 
disconnection. What was most feared after that was a judicial process ending in 
the county court, eviction, or even gaol. 

Relatively few families said that what they most feared about being in debt was 
the family going without, although 44 per cent of the sample said that they did 
sometimes go without essentials in order to pay fuel bills. When they had to go 
without heating they were most likely to keep warm by putting more clothes on, 
going to bed, or visiting a friend's or relative's house. 

Going Without to Pay Fuel Bills 

Households going without  33 
 

43 
Households not going without 42  55 

We asked what help people received before they came to the CAB. Had they, for 
example, received financial help with their debts from anybody? A quarter of the 
sample had been helped financially by their family; friends or neighbours had 
helped one in six; and just over 10 per cent had received money from the social 
fund. Charities and employers did not figure at all as sources of financial help. 

42 per cent of those asked said that at one time or another they had had to 
borrow money to pay their fuel bills. Most had borrowed from family. Very few 
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had borrowed from loan sharks, provident companies, local loan firms, or credit 
unions. 10 per cent had borrowed from banks. 

Households Borrowing to Pay Fuel Bills 

Number Percent of Total Households 
Households which have borrowed 31 

 
42 

Source of Borrowing for Fuel Bills 

Source of Loan  Number Percentage of Total Households 
Friends or neighbours 5 

 
7 

Family  27 
 

36 
Loan sharks  2 

 
3 

Door-step collectors  5 
 

7 
Other loan companies 2 

 
3 

Social fund loans  2 
 

3 
Credit unions  1 

 
1 

Bank/building society  7 
 

9 
Employers 
Charities 

One aspect of fuel payments, which the literature suggests, is outside 
consumers' control is meter calibration. We wanted to know how many people 
were on a pre-payment meter and how they had experienced the process of 
calibration. 

28 per cent of the sample had a pre-payment meter installed in their home. 
These were either key or card meters, with a slight preponderance of the former. 
52 per cent of those with a pre-payment meter said that they or their partner had 
chosen to have one fitted. 43 per cent said that the fuel company had insisted. 
About half of those who had had a pre-payment meter fitted during their tenure 
said that it had not been explained that fuel would cost more under the system. 

60 per cent of those with such meters said that it collected for current use and 
arrears. A significant minority of those whose meter collected for arrears said that 
it was not explained to them how the meter was calibrated. About half said that 
the calibration was too high, but only three households had attempted to have 
the calibration changed. Most had used the meter's emergency credit at one time 
or another. 

We asked everyone whether they had ever been in the situation of wanting to 
use gas or electricity but not being able to. One third of the sample said that they 
had. The most commonly cited reason was not enough money to pay for their 
card or token. And when people went without it was usually for a matter of hours 
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or an evening or two. However, four households measured their self-
disconnection in days; two said that they went without for a week or more. 

Finally in this section we looked at the transaction costs of pre-payment meters. 
About half of the households in this category recharged their cards or tokens 
once a week. Very few claimed that they incurred additional expenses when 
getting credit for their pre-payment meters as these tended to be bought as part 
of a more general shopping trip. 

Home improvement - HEES 

The last section asked about home improvement grants under the Government's 
Home Energy Efficiency Scheme. 

Most interviewees had not heard of the scheme. Those that had (one third of the 
sample) had heard about it in a number of ways - often through the CABx, but 
also through the press, the local council, and family and friends. However, only 
five households had had improvements done under the scheme. Most of these 
reported little change in terms of lower fuel bills or greater comfort. Only one 
household was on the waiting list and they had been waiting for more than nine 
months. 
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Summary and Conclusions 

Families with children and single parent families figure prominently amongst 
households in multiple debt. pp.23-24. 

Employment status is closely associated with multiple debt, with only one third of 
sample households in receipt of earned income from full-time employment. 
pp.25. 

The majority of households in multiple debt describe state benefits as their main 
source of income. pp.25. 

The proportion of household income spent on fuel by households in multiple debt 
is three times the average for the country as a whole. pp.26. 

One third of households cannot keep their homes warm enough during cold 
weather and forty per cent describe themselves as in fuel poverty, that is, unable 
to pay for all the fuel they need. Households which self-disconnect in this way 
usually go without for, at most, an evening or two; a very few go without for days. 
pp.12,28,36. 

Although a little over half the sample live in council accommodation, a significant 
minority are without even basic energy saving improvements. A majority lack 
draught-proofing or insulation provision. pp.21,30. 

A quarter of households say that damp, mould, and condensation are serious 
problems. pp.30. 

About half of the households report a long history of debt problems; the rest have 
fallen into debt within the last year. Divorce, sickness, and unemployment are the 
most commonly cited causes of debt. pp.31. 

Nearly two-thirds of households pay their fuel bills through a budget scheme or 
pre-payment meter. A small minority pays by Fuel Direct. pp.32. 

The average electricity bill is £8.79 per week. The average gas bill is £11.33. 
pp.33. 

About half of the households report indebtedness to fuel companies, with an 
average indebtedness to the electricity company of £80 and an average 
indebtedness to the gas company of £180. pp.34. 

Nearly half  of thoce in fuP,I riPht made efforts  to  repay  their ritahtc before they 
became clients of CAB. pp.34. 

Two-thirds of those who reached repayment arrangements with the fuel 
companies before visiting the CAB say that they were on a budget scheme 
before. In half of these cases the schemes had broken down. pp.34. 
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Amongst those on Fuel Direct, the debt repayment component is significantly 
higher than recommended levels and half of this group says that the deductions 
did not leave them enough to live on. pp.35. 

Most households in fuel debt receive their advice and information from CABx. 
Less than one in five had received advice or information from the fuel companies 
and few households are aware of the fuel companies' codes of practice. pp.35. 

When managing their budgets, households tend to give higher priority to housing 
costs and children's food than to fuel bills. Two-fifths have other creditors to pay 
before they can start paying for fuel and one quarter say that fuel bills are easier 
to ignore than other bills. pp.36. 

By contrast, disconnection is the fear most commonly cited by those in debt. 
pp.36. 

Nearly three-quarters of respondents say that the pressure of juggling their bills 
for household essentials has adversely affected their health and a half say that it 
has affected their relationships with other household members. pp.36. 

Contrary to anecdotal evidence, very few households report fear of intimidation 
as a factor in debt prioritisation. pp.37. 

Forty per cent of households say that they have received help at one time or 
another with paying their fuel bills. This help came mostly from the family. pp.37. 

Just over one quarter of households have pre-payment meters installed and 
nearly half say that the fuel companies insisted on it. pp.38. 

One half of those with pre-payment meters are unaware that they increase fuel 
costs. pp.38. 

Most households have not heard of the government's HEES scheme and a small 
minority has enjoyed improvements under the scheme. pp.39. 
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