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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Introduction 

This scoping study reviews recent work on the relationship between fuel poverty, 
basic skills problems, and multiple access deprivation, including: 

the scale of these problems - in particular, the overlap between them; 

links between them - if and how lack of literacy/numeracy skills and/or 
access to local services directly contributes to or exacerbates fuel poverty; 

possible solutions - what has been learnt from research and from projects 
about effective methods of alleviating the impact on fuel poverty of basic 
skills and access problems. 

For the purpose of this scoping study, a broad definition of fuel poverty has been 
adopted, because not all the issues examined here are reflected in the official 
measure of fuel poverty. For example, people's understanding of how to operate 
their own heating system and the extent to which they are able to take advantage 
of more competitive energy markets will affect their ability to heat their home at an 
affordable cost, even though these are not captured in the current definition of fuel 
poverty. 

Scale of problems 

There is likely to be a large overlap between fuel poverty and basic skills 
problems, because both groups are closely associated with low incomes. Those 
with low literacy and numeracy skills are more likely to be unemployed or in low 
paid employment and, having relatively low incomes, they are more likely to be 
fuel poor. They are also more likely to suffer ill health and may, therefore, be more 
vulnerable to the possible adverse health effects of fuel poverty. 

Around one in five adults have problems with basic skills, of which one third have 
very low skills and are likely to have great difficulty with any reading. These 
proportions will be substantially higher among those in fuel poverty. 56% of fuel 
poor households are headed by someone without any educational qualifications, 
compared with 31% of all households. Among the non-elderly, the corresponding 
figures are 38% and 20%. (This is not the same as basic skills problems, but is the 
nearest approximation using the available data.) In addition to basic skills (i.e. 
literacy and numeracy), this review covers the broader and closely related issues 
of financial literacy and life skills. 

Fuel poor households, which include a disproportionate share of those on low 
incomes, are also less likely to have a bank or building society account (needed to 
access gas or electricity on credit), less likely to be on the gas network, less likely 
to use the internet (which may limit the information available to individuals and 
narrow the choices they make), and more likely to live in rural areas with fewer 
local services, such as post offices and supermarkets (which may hinder people's 
ability to pay fuel bills or purchase tokens for pre-payment meters). 



This demonstrates that fuel poor households are also more likely to suffer from 
poor basic skills and access deprivation. But, in order to be a policy concern, it is 
also necessary to show that these problems lead to or exacerbate fuel poverty (i.e. 
that they are causally linked and not just closely associated via a strong correlation 
with low income). 

Links to fuel poverty 

The literature identifies a number of ways in which access deprivation and poor 
basic skills (and the broader issues of financial literacy and life skills) may be 
directly linked to fuel poverty: 

problems accessing, understanding, and being able to act upon information 
about energy efficiency; 

- lack of communication skills in dealing with utility companies (exacerbated 
by poor or inadequate energy efficiency advice provided by fuel suppliers); 

inefficient use of heating systems (and domestic appliances); 

- lack of awareness about availability of energy efficiency grants; 

poor understanding of fuel bills/inability to check meter readings and 
monitor fuel consumption; 

poor access to financial services needed to take advantage of more 
competitive energy markets. 

The evidence on which this is based is 'thin' by most research standards and very 
variable. There is more evidence on the impact of the energy deregulation on 
disadvantaged customers and on the effectiveness (or otherwise) of energy 
efficiency advice, but little on how efficiently people use their heating 
systems/domestic appliances and on the reasons people do/do not apply for 
energy efficiency grants. 

Some of the key research findings are as follows: 

A report by the National Association of Citizens' Advice Bureaux (NACAB) 
in 2002 (based on over 3,000 client reports) concludes that consumers who 
are not confident and do not know their rights or do not know how to quiz a 
fuel salesperson or challenge misleading statements can be easily 
exploited. 

- A report by the National Consumer Council (NCC) in 2003 (based on focus 
groups with disadvantaged consumers) finds that the group with basic skills 
difficulties have the most problems accessing the services they needed. 
They felt their needs were ignored as most transactions require a 
proficiency with text or numbers. 

- A report by the National Right To Fuel Campaign in 1997 (based on the 
experience of 126 low income gas consumers) concludes that barriers of 
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discouragement and inadequate information systems often prevent low 
income groups from taking up the benefits resulting from fuel competition 
(although 42 of those interviewed had switched suppliers). 

Research by the Building Research Establishment Energy Conservation 
Unit (BRECSU) for the Joseph Rowntree Foundation in 1998 finds that 28 
per cent of the sample group in their study were eligible for the Home 
Energy Efficiency Scheme (now Warm Front), but had missed the 
opportunity despite previous publicity. 

An independent research report for Ofgem in 2003 on the quality of energy 
advice provided by fuel suppliers (based on 'mystery shopping' methods 
and involving over 200 calls to suppliers' general call centres and Energy 
Efficiency help lines) concludes that the services had improved in recent 
years, but that there was still room for improvement. Telephone systems 
were complex and, in a quarter of cases, the 'specialist' energy advisors 
showed little, if any, knowledge of energy efficiency. 

A small in-house research study by the National Institute of Adult 
Continuing Education, NIACE (an adult learning body) in 2000 finds that 
just under a third of people over the age of 50 experienced some or 
extreme difficulty understanding their finances and that a similar proportion 
had difficulty with their gas bills. 

A report by NACAB (based on a survey of 67 Citizens Advice Bureaux and 
2,424 client reports) highlights the difficulties that rural customers have in 
paying for their fuel, including inadequate access to purchasing points for 
meter tokens and recharge points for key meters, higher transport costs, 
lack of facilities to pay fuel bills and additional transaction costs, particularly 
for those that do not have a bank account. 

Thus, whilst the links between poor basic skills, access deprivation, and fuel 
poverty seem very plausible, they are often assumed, rather than proven. 
Moreover, there is little evidence on the relative importance of each of these 
potential problems and, therefore, the priority that should be attached to 
addressing them. Consequently, many of the projects that are designed to tackle 
these problems appear to rest on implicit assumptions about the causes of fuel 
poverty that have not been properly tested. 

It is important to set these issues into context, and in particular to consider the 
priorities of low income households that are likely to be at risk of fuel poverty and 
how the issues covered in this review fit in with the 'survival strategies' adopted by 
these households. This impacts on their ability to devote effort to finding out about 
and acting upon specific initiatives or advice/information relating to energy 
efficiency and the perceived relevance of such measures. 

Solutions 

The literature review revealed a number of small-scale projects initiated by basic 
skills organisations and groups promoting energy efficiency to address some of 
the problems highlighted above. Most of these projects seek to provide better 
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information to disadvantaged groups and encourage them to act on that advice. 
Many of these projects have not been formally evaluated, partly because 
outcomes are often very hard to measure. 

Nevertheless, there is a broad consensus on some general principles that should 
be followed, both from the basic skills literature and from analyses of best practice 
in running services in the energy efficiency field and the limitations of more 
`traditional' approaches. Services, including the provision of advice or information, 
should ideally be tailored to clients' needs; easy to use or understand; specific and 
of immediate relevance to clients; free or low cost to implement (in the case of low 
income clients); involve personal contact and a two-way dialogue with clients; 
encompass more than basic numeracy and literacy skills (in the case of basic 
skills provision); and where appropriate be mediated by community-based 
organisations. These findings are drawn from the following reports: 

- A series of research reports by the Environmental Change Institute (ECI) at 
Oxford University have concluded that energy efficiency advice is most 
effective where it is tailored to clients' needs and, therefore, needs to be 
opportunistic and client led. The specificity of advice is important as is two-
way communication between advisor and client, which is crucial to building 
knowledge and the ability to act on advice. Low income households in 
particular are more likely to benefit from personal contact because of the 
complex mix of their problems. Written information is of little use to people 
with poor basic skills. 

- A report for the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (see above) concludes that 
face-to-face visits are an effective method of encouraging applications for 
energy efficiency grants where leaflets and advertising have failed. 

A report by Sarah Darby (also from ECI) argues that advice to low income 
households needs to concentrate upon energy efficiency measures which 
can be carried out with grants (or other financial aid), no-cost behavioural 
changes in energy use, fuel supply options and payment measures, and 
ways to reduce condensation and alleviate fuel debt, because these 
households have little money to invest in energy efficiency. 

According to research carried out for Powergen by the University of East 
Anglia in 2003 (based on a questionnaire survey of 1,800 households and 
12 focus groups), people feel there is a dearth of reliable and impartial 
information on domestic energy efficiency, with even independent pressure 
groups being seen as having 'an axe to grind'. Most consumers say they 
would welcome more information, though it also seems that few are inclined 
to seek it out. To be truly effective, advice and information must be 
presented "on a plate". 

- A report by NACAB (see above) argues that consumers need skills in 
addition to basic numeracy and literacy, as well as better information and 
impartial advice if they are to act as effective consumers. 

- An NCC report (see above) argues that community-based organisations 
could act to fill the gap between disadvantaged consumers and providers, 



because they can act as local sources of information, understand the needs 
of local populations, provide local services, and carry out a role that 
commercial services lack the time and money for. 

Research carried out by the Energy Saving Trust and published in 2004 
(based on six case studies and twelve evaluated projects in the UK) also 
concludes that community-based work is particularly effective at addressing 
the needs of marginalised groups and that direct engagement can ensure 
people continue to access support. 

However, a Centre for Sustainable Energy (CSE) report in 2003 finds little 
evidence in the energy field on effective methods of providing information to 
consumers. 

A possible research agenda 

There are two overarching questions: 

1) How important is lack of information, knowledge and awareness in contributing 
to or exacerbating fuel poverty, in relation to other factors motivating 
behaviour? Insofar as there is an information gap, how far is it related to basic 
skills? 

2) To what extent are the relevant providers/agencies working in this field 
complying with best practice in their treatment of disadvantaged of customers? 
Where there isn't compliance, what more could be done to incentivise 
providers? 

These questions have been addressed to some extent in previous research, 
though, as already noted, the available evidence is variable and there are some 
notable gaps. In particular, there is almost no research that specifically focuses on 
the needs of people with basic skills and/or access problems in relation to energy 
efficiency services, including the provision of advice, information, or grants. 

More detail is provided in the final section of this review. 
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SECTION 1: 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Outline of report 

This scoping study looks at three areas of research: fuel poverty, literacy and 
numeracy problems (which we refer to as basic skills problems) and multiple 
access deprivation. We reviewed the existing basic skills literature base to see if 
there is a body of work that can be adapted to feed into the wider fuel poverty 
debate. We paid particular attention to the following questions: 

Is literacy a barrier to communicating with fuel poor households? 
Is there an existing literature linking those that are fuel poor and those that 
have poor basic skills? 
Are basic skill approaches and projects applicable in the fuel poor sector? 

We also reviewed research and literature on multiple access deprivation. We 
looked for existing work on the links between access deprivation and fuel poverty. 
This literature is less precise. 

The rest of this section outlines the three areas of research. Section two examines 
the scale of the problems of fuel poverty, poor basic skills and multiple access 
deprivation, whilst the third section goes on to look at what we already know about 
the extent of overlap between them. 

Sections four through to six review the literature in this field. This is divided into 
the following headings: 

fuel poverty and basic skills (basic skill literature); 
literacy, access and communication (consumer literature); 
quality of service and information (energy campaigning organisations' 
literature); 
fuel poverty and wider access issues (general literature). 

Section seven explores the solutions, grouped under two categories: projects that 
aim to facilitate people's ability to become 'better consumers' and projects that aim 
to build 'better links' between consumers and suppliers. 

Section eight sets out a possible research agenda. 

1.2 Nature of problems 

We give an idea here why the problems of fuel poverty, poor basic skills and 
multiple access deprivation are important. We consider the possible extent of 
overlap between the three areas. Section two of this report provides a profile of 
the social groups affected by these problems. 



a. fuel poverty 

The Government defines a fuel poor household as "one which needs to spend 
more than 10% of its income on all fuel use and to heat its home to an adequate 
standard of warmth." There are currently 1.7 million fuel poor households. (DTI 
2001). 

Single householders aged 60 years and older make up a large proportion of those 
who suffer from fuel poverty (40%), whilst families with dependent children 
account for 12% of fuel poor households. The income of 90% of fuel poor 
households falls in the lowest 30% of the country, 88% of households are headed 
by somebody who is either unemployed or economically inactive'. 

93% of fuel poor households are white, 5% are black or of Asian origin. (2% 
unknown).2  

The fuel poverty sector recently received a significant boost. The Government's 
2004 Spending Review allocated a further £95 million for 2007-2008 towards 
tackling fuel poverty via the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs' 
Warm Front Programme. In addition, the pledge to cut fuel poverty in vulnerable 
households in England by 2010 was added to Defra's key Public Service 
Agreement targets. 

The UK Fuel Poverty Strategy cites fuel poverty as being caused by a combination 
of factors that include the energy efficiency of the home, the cost of fuel and the 
household's level of income. However, for the purpose of this scoping study we 
have taken a wider view of this problem. This is because some of the issues this 
study was concerned with are not reflected in the current definition, e.g. people's 
ability to access an affordable supply of gas or electricity or their understanding of 
how to operate their heating system. We decided to take people's 'capability' to 
heat their home into account as we believe this gives us a greater insight into the 
issues involved with multiple access deprivation and literacy. 

b. basic skills4  

In 2003 Basic Skill Agency (BSA) research found that 29% of adults (about 
11 million people) could not calculate the area of a floor. (BSA, 2003). 
17% of people in the Basic Skill Agency's 'Writing Skills Survey' had low 
writing skills.5  

Statistics taken from summary report presenting data produced by the Building Research 
Establishment on behalf of the DTI and Defra. Version 2, July 2003. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Downloaded from www.hm-treasurv.00v.uk/media//FDF63/sr2004 ch17.PDF  

the main source of data for literacy is the International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS). The Moser 
Report refers to three publications/surveys in Britain. The British IALS undertaken by the Office for 
National Statistics in 1997 (sample of 3,811 adults) and the Centre for Longitudinal Studies' series 
of surveys for the Basic Skills Agency — "The Basic Skills of Young Adults" and "It Doesn't Get any 
Better." (www.cls.ioe.ac.uk/BasicSkillsCentre/mainbasic.htm) The findings for these two studies 
came from the National Child Development Study and 1970 British Cohort Study. 
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- One in five adults in England (about seven million people) cannot locate a 
plumber in the Yellow Pages. This is less literacy than is expected of an 11 
year old. (Moser, 1999). 

The 1999 report of the working group for the Department for Education and 
Employment on Post-School Basic Skills, the Moser Report, defines 'functional 
literacy and numeracy' as: "the ability to read, write and speak in English, and to 
use mathematics at a level to function at work and in society in general." 

The report estimates that as many as seven million people in England have 
problems with basic skills, describing them as 'functionally illiterate'. This works 
out as about 19% of adults. Subsequent research following this report has put 
this average as higher. The Moser Report notes: 

"it is important to emphasise that we are dealing with a spectrum of need ranging 
from adults who cannot read or write at all to people who may want to brush up on 
rusty skills." 

Research by the Centre of Longitudinal Studies for the Basic Skills Agency divided 
this 19% of adults in England with weak basic skills into two categories: 

6% of the adult working population are judged as having very low literacy 
skills (likely to have great difficulty with any reading but may be able to cope 
with simple signs and adverts); 

- 13% of adults are judged as having low literacy skills (may read slowly with 
little understanding). 

Home circumstances and poor schooling are the main causes of poor basic skills. 
Poor basic skills place individuals at a distinct disadvantage resulting in poverty 
and marginalisation. Adults with basic skill problems are more likely to be 
concentrated in low income jobs, leave school at 16 and suffer from ill health. 
Those with literacy and numeracy problems are more likely to have children early, 
have large families and experience divorce or separation. (Bynner and Parsons, 
1997). Adults with poor basic skills are less likely to vote, more likely to be 'not at 
all interested' in politics, are the most cynical about the British political system and 
are the least likely to have ever been a member of any organisation. (Parsons and 
Bynner, 2002). 

We can assume a link between fuel poverty and literacy and numeracy problems. 
Poor basic skills can impact on people's capability to: 

- understand and calculate utility bills; 
- take on board written information about energy efficiency; 
- communicate with utility companies; 

take accurate meter readings; 
read heating system instruction manuals. 

5 Information provided by the National Literacy Trust 
wvvw.literacytrust.orc.uk/database/stats/keystatsadult.html 
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It is easy to assume these links. What we do not yet know is the true extent of fuel 
poverty amongst those with poor basic skills. 

c. multiple access deprivation 

The link between multiple access deprivation and social exclusion moved onto the 
political agenda after the Government developed its Indices of Deprivation in 2000 
which aim to measure multiple deprivation at the small area level. Differential 
access to basic services, such as transport services, shopping facilities, post 
office, the use of a telephone, bank or building society account, library, sports 
facilities, doctors and dentists, impact on people's ability to take part in life and can 
result in individual and household exclusion. 

The relationship between fuel poverty and multiple access deprivation has not 
been explored. Again, the links are easy to assume. We do know that, for 
example, utility disconnections exclude some people from basic domestic services 
that most people take for granted. Low income households are less likely to have 
a bank account so are unable to access gas and electricity on credit. People 
using prepayment gas and electricity meters are charged at a higher rate for the 
fuel that they consume and are therefore less likely to be able to take advantage of 
the opportunity to switch fuel companies. 

Physical access to service outlets may impact on the type of service people 
receive and the choices they can make. If people do not have access to a 
telephone they can't easily communicate with utility companies. The lack of a 
local post office hinders people's ability to pay bills or buy tokens for prepayment 
meters. The lack of access to the Internet, Citizens' Advice Bureaux or local 
libraries reduces the amount of information available to individuals and may 
narrow the choices they make. 

1.3 Review methodology 

We approached this scoping study from a variety of perspectives. We reviewed 
the general basic skills literature for reference to the link between poor basic skills 
and fuel poverty. We scanned the fuel poverty literature for reference to the basic 
skills agenda. 

In addition, we examined key themes and areas of debate within the fuel poverty 
literature to try to tease out links between fuel poverty, basic skills and multiple 
access deprivation. The areas we looked at included: the debate about the 
consumer benefits of access to competitive energy markets; the efficacy of energy 
efficiency literature, energy grant take up and rural fuel poverty. 
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SECTION 2: 

SCALE OF PROBLEMS 

2.1 Introduction 

The table below gives a taster of what is known about the scale of the problems 
associated with the three issues of fuel poverty, basic skills and multiple access 
deprivation. 

issue Scale Characteristics/Profile of those affected 
Fuel poverty 1.7 million fuel 

poor 
households in 
England. 

- 40% of fuel poor households are made up of single 
householders aged 60 years and older. 
- Families with children account for 12% of fuel poor 
households. 
- 65% of fuel poor households are owner occupiers, 20% 
live in social housing, 15% are private renters. 
- 88% of households are headed by somebody who is either 
unemployed or economically inactive. 
- 93% of fuel poor households are white, 5% are black or 
Asian origin. (2% unknown). 
- 72% of fuel poor households are in an urban location, 28% 
are in a rural location. 
- The breakdown of fuel poverty by regions is as follows: NE 
6%, Yorks and Humbs 14%, NW 16%, East Mids 9%, West 
Mids 13%, SW 12%, Eastern 8%, SE 13%, London 9%. 6  

Disconnec- 
tions 

In 2002, 22,000 
gas consumers 
were 
disconnected 
from supply. 
1,000 electricity 
households lost 
their supply; this 
figure is lower 
due to the 
installation of 
prepayment 
meters.' 

- Households with children are at greatest risk of 
disconnection. (Gordon et al. 2000). 

Prepayment 
gas/ 
electricity 
meter 

- Disagreement between energy industry and campaigning 
agencies over the link between prepayment use and fuel 
poverty. 
- 19% of fuel poor households use a pre payment electricity 
meter. 
- 10% of fuel poor households use a pre payment gas meter. 

Fuel debt - There are few elderly household among fuel debtors. 
- The majority of debtors live in rented accommodation. 

6  Statistics taken from summary report presenting data produced by the Building Research Establishment 
on behalf of the DTI and Defra. Version 2, July 2003. 
7 Taken from www.nea.org.uk/facts/debtdis.htm  
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- A high proportion of people are sick or disabled and have 
run up a debt because of a sudden change in circumstances 
(Boardman, 1991). 
- Fuel debt is proportionately more prevalent for pre 
payment customers.8  

Literacy and 
numeracy 

Roughly 20% of 
adults (as many 
as seven million 
people) have 
problems with 
basic skills. 
One in five 
adults in 
England have 
less literacy 
than is expected 
of an 11 year 
old child. 
(Moser, 1999). 

Adults with poor basic skills are: 
- 5 times more likely to be unemployed; 
- more likely to be concentrated in the low paid, unskilled 
and manual areas of the labour market; 

- more likely to live in households with neither partner 
working; 

- more likely to have children at an early age; 
- less likely to participate in public life and express 
dissatisfaction with life, poor self efficacy and lack of 
trust in others; 

- less likely to be in good health; 
- more likely to have children with problems with basic 
skills 

(Bynner and Parsons, 1997). 
- adults receiving benefits are five times as likely to have 

the lowest level of literacy as those not receiving 
benefits 

(Boardman and Darby, 2000). 
Lack of bank 
or building 
society 
account 

Up to 9% of 
adults have no 
bank or building 
society account. 
(FSA, 2000). 

-People with no bank account are more likely to be among 
those that are on low wages, disabled, unemployed, a lone 
parent or a member of an ethnic minority group.' 
- One in five of the poorest households does not have a 
bank or building society account. (Palmer et al. 2002). 
- People with poor basic skills do own financial products, but 
are less likely to do so. (MORI, 2003). 

Lack of 
transport 
services 

Two thirds of 
the poorest fifth 
of the 
population have 
no car.10 

- two out of five job seekers say lack of transport is a barrier 
to getting a job. 
- Over a 12-month period, 1.4 million people miss, turn down 
or choose not to seek medical help because of transport 
problems. 
- 18 per cent of non-car owners find seeing friends and 
family difficult because of transport problems, compared with 
8 per cent of people with access to a car. 
- Children from households in the lowest socio-economic 
group are five times more likely to die in road accidents than 
those from the highest. (SEU, 2003). 

Lack of easy 
access to 
shopping 
facilities 

- 16% of people without cars find access to supermarkets 
hard, compared with 6% of people with cars.11  

8 Taken from www.nea.orq.uk/facts/debtdis.htm  
9  Taken from the Social Exclusion Unit's website: wvvw.socialexclusion.gov.uk/page.asp?id=107 
10  From www.socialexclusion.gov.uk/page.asp?id=240  

From wwvv.socialexclusion.gov.uk/page.asp?id=240  

6 



Access to 
mains gas 

2.6 million 
homes in 
England are not 
connected to 
mains gas.12  

- 35% of those homes not connected to mains gas are fuel 
poor. 
- the problem is evenly spread across urban and rural 
dwellers. 
- split by tenure, 58% of homes unconnected to gas are 
owner occupied, 15% are privately rented, 18% are local 
authority and 9% are owned by a housing association.13  

Access to 
the Internet 

More than a 
quarter of 
people in Britain 
use the Internet 
regularly.14  
In  2000,  forty 
per  cent  of  all 
adults  in  Great 
Britain  with  a 
home PC used 
it  for  sending 
and receiving e-
mail.15  

- Take up of IT in deprived areas is lower than the national 
average. (Policy Action Team 15, 2000). 
- Those in social class DE are less likely to have ever used a 
PC or the Internet than for the population as a whole - 38% 
and 14% compared with 58% and 29%. (DTI, 1999). 

Access to 
the 
telephone 

- In some housing estates, well under 50 per cent of 
households have a telephone, compared to a national 
average of over 90 per cent. (SEU, 1998). 
- Pensioners mainly dependent on state pensions are more 
likely to be without a telephone than other pensioners. 
(Palmer et al. 2002). 

Access to 
local 
authority 
housing 
grants for 
private 
sector 
housing and 
home 
improvement 
grants and 
support. 

227 Home 
Improvement 
Agencies (HIAs) 
in England 
receiving £8.5 
million each 
year from the 
ODPM. 

Over 80% of people assisted by HIAs are: 
- 75 years old and over 
- registered or registerable disabled 
- a low income household.16  

12  Taken from www.nea.org.uk/policy/gasmains.htm  
13  Taken from www.nea.orp.uk/policy/gasmains.htm  
14 Information provided by the National Literacy Trust 
www.literacytrust.org.uk/database/stats/keystatsadult.html  
15  NUA Internet Surveys, www.nua.com/surveys/how many online/europe.html 
16  Taken from www.foundations.uk.com  
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2.2 Evidence of overlap 

A great deal is known about the social characteristics of people who suffer from 
fuel poverty, poor basic skills and multiple access deprivation. But we hold less 
accurate information about the true extent of overlap between these three 
problems. 

This section sets out what we do know. Much of the existing body of research 
concentrates on the link between fuel poverty and low income households, 
sometimes assuming that because a household is poor they are likely to have 
problems heating their home. 

This doesn't take into account those low income households living in social 
housing, which is usually well insulated with good heating systems. 41% of poor 
households live in social housing. The thermal standards of social housing will get 
better. All homes must meet the Decent Homes Standard by 2010 and one of the 
criteria is the provision of adequate heating and insulation. Those living in privately 
rented housing (9% of poor households), or people who own their own home 
(50%), are therefore more likely to face problems. (Burrows, 2000). 

The current literature looks at the link between fuel poverty and poor basic skills in 
passing only. Similarly there is little on the link between fuel poverty and wider 
access issues.  Much of the literature concentrates on patterns of fuel 
consumption, access to the competitive market, prepayment meters, fuel debt, 
disconnection and rural fuel poverty: 

Prepayment meters are used mostly by those with low incomes. (National 
Right to Fuel Campaign, 2001). 

- Research by the Electricity Association Fuel Poverty Task Force found that 
of those people in their sample without a bank account, 52% have a 
prepayment meter. (Electricity Association, 2001). 

- Research by the National Consumer Council (NCC) found that most of the 
consumers interviewed who had poor basic skills used a token meter. 
(National Consumer Council, 2003). 

- Consumers with fuel debt are blocked by most companies from switching 
and therefore cannot take advantage of potentially lower prices offered by 
other companies.  (Boardman and Fawcett, 2002). 
The Citizens Advice Bureaux (CAB) report that as a result of the 
diminishing number of post offices in rural areas, their rural clients face 
greater inconvenience and difficulty paying fuel bills and suffer from 
inadequate access to purchasing points for meter tokens. (CAB, 1995). 

- Disconnections are most likely to occur in deprived urban areas and are 
more likely to happen in low income households under the age of 65. 
(Berthoud, 1981). 

- Fuel customers in rural areas face higher fuel costs due to a lack of access 
to mains gas and are less likely to switch energy suppliers than urban 
customers. Housing in rural areas is more likely to be energy-inefficient 
and because of the shortage of affordable homes, low income households 
face higher costs of poorer quality homes. Warm Front and other similar 
grants often do not reach those in need in rural areas. (Baker, 2002). 
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- Analysis of the 2001 English House Condition Survey reveals that people 
who are fuel poor are more likely to have no qualifications. 56% of fuel 
poor households are headed by someone without any educational 
qualifications, compared with 31% of all households. 

- Research by MORI for the Basic Skills Agency revealed that those with 
basic skills difficulties do own financial products (bank account, mortgage, 
life assurance, ISA), but are less likely to do so, are less likely to have their 
money securely taken care of and are less likely to have provision for the 
future. (MORI. 2003). 
Brenda Boardman cities research that suggests that, in order to properly 
operate the Electricaire heating system, individuals need a reading age of 
at least 15 years. (Boardman, 1991). 
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SECTION 3: 

FUEL POVERTY AND BASIC SKILLS 

3.1 The Moser Report 

The Moser Report in 1999 mapped existing basic skills provision in England. 
Initiatives cited include: 

- the Adult and Community Learning Fund, launched in 1998, aimed at 
improving standards of basic skills using informal and community based 
opportunities to learn; 

- Further Education (FE) College support for students with basic skills needs; 
New Deal offers scope for individuals to improve basic skills; 

- The Basic Skills Quality Mark which lays down minimum quality standards 
for basic skills providers; 
Family literacy programmes which have forged an 'inter-generational' link 
between adult learning and basic skills for children. 

The authors of the report commented: 

"At the moment, what is happening is too small-scale. We have been struck, 
indeed shocked, by the patchiness — almost a random patchiness — of what is 
available." 

The report proposed a national strategy to deal with this, emphasising the need for 
clear national quality standards, a well-defined curriculum, a credible set of 
qualifications and a new system of teacher training and inspection. (Moser, 1999). 

Many of the key recommendations of the report have been implemented. The 
Adult Basic Skills Strategy Unit at the Department for Education and Skills was set 
up in November 2000 to drive forward the strategy 'Skills for Life', aimed at 
improving adult literacy, numeracy and language skills. The Unit is responsible for 
making sure efforts are consistent and well co-ordinated, maintaining quality 
standards and identifying skills gaps and the needs of those involved in the 
teaching and support of basic skills programmes. 

Key elements of the Government's adult literacy and numeracy strategy have also 
included the: 

development of national tests for adult literacy and numeracy; 
- launch of the Learning and Skills Council; 

launch of the University for Industry; 
- development of curricula for literacy, numeracy and English for Speakers of 

Other Languages (ESOL); 
- establishment of the National Research and Development Centre for adult 

literacy and numeracy.17  

`Skills for Life' specifies that by 2004 750,000 learners must have improved their 
literacy, numeracy and/or language skills. By spring 2002, 124,000 learners had 
done so.1 8  

17  Taken from www.basic-skills.co.uk/site/paqe.php?cms=2&p=1023 
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Basic skills programmes can range from school based learning programmes with 
parents and their children to adult community based learning projects. The Basic 
Skills Agency is one of the main organisations in the field. Programmes currently 
run by the BSA include: 'Early Start' aimed at parents and carers with no or few 
qualifications; basic skill programmes in prisons; 'Supporting Basic Skills in the 
Workplace' which is developing models and good practice for delivery of basic 
skills in the workplace; 'Language and Play' designed to give information to 
parents of 0-3 year olds; financial literacy projects and projects addressing low 
basic skills amongst army recruits. 

Reaching people with basic skills difficulties 

The Moser Report outlines three main ways of raising national awareness of basic 
skills in order to reach out to potential adult learners: 

1. The media: there is considerable evidence of the media's efficacy in 
motivating adults to join basic skills programmes. The first UK Adult 
Literacy campaign, which ran from 1975 to 1978, involved prime time 
television and radio programmes and is regarded as one of the best 
examples of recruitment of adult learners made by broadcasting. The Basic 
Skills Agency's more recent regional promotion campaigns, aimed at 
encouraging people with poor basic skills to call their National Referral 
Service telephone number, increased referrals; 75% of callers said that they 
had been encouraged to do so by the adverts. 

Targeted media promotion or 'market segmentation' of campaigns is 
effective in reaching out to people with specific difficulties or those who are 
at a particular stage of life and need assistance; for example, parents who 
want to help their children with their school homework. The Moser Report 
notes five important areas people may need help in: work; helping their 
children; getting a particular qualification; dealing with everyday life and 
being more involved in the community. 

2. Intermediary organisations: organisations such as the Citizens Advice 
Bureaux, job centres, the probation service, tenants and community 
associations, librarians and the Benefits Agency are likely to be already in 
contact with people who have basic skills difficulties. Local agencies are 
therefore well placed to identify needs and signpost people onto basic skill 
programmes. 

3. Outreach recruitment: studies have found that face to face contact through 
the use of door-to-door salesmen is highly effective in recruitment. This 
enables the benefits of enrolling in a basic skills programme to be 'sold' at a 
personal level. 

18  Taken from wwvv.literacvtrust.orquk/socialinclusion/adults/moser.html 
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3.2 Review of literature 

This section sets out the literature we could find on fuel poverty and basic skills. 
We summarise here basic skills information on the capabilities people need to 
heat their homes. 

Chapter two of Brenda Boardman's book Fuel Poverty considers literacy as a 
barrier to understanding amongst those that are fuel poor. This is the only specific 
source we could find in the fuel poverty literature that looks at the possible links 
between poor basic skills and fuel poverty. This was published in 1991 and may 
now be a little dated. (Boardman, 1991). 

The book cites research highlighting a potential 'generation gap' between younger 
and older householders. For example, the word 'energy' doesn't mean fuel to 
many elderly working class women. This hinders the impact of written materials in 
the fuel sector.  Similarly, Boardman refers to research into reading age and 
energy use. This found that the Electricaire heating system needs a reading age 
of 15+ years and that many leaflets on energy conservation needed a reading age 
of at least 10 years.  The chapter makes clear the importance of verbal 
communication to overcome literacy and language barriers. 

Capabilities and coping 

The basic skills literature can be divided into three main areas: 

1. Literacy: the ability to read, understand and take on board relevant written 
information or instructions. 

2. Numeracy/financial literacy: for example the ability to understand a fuel bill 
or calculate value for money according to the different fuel tariffs available. 

3. Life skills.  linked to literacy and numeracy, this area of work looks at 
people's ability to carry out basic tasks such as how to pay their household 
bills or cope in a new property. 

Basic skills organisations provide practical training on the skills people need in 
order to adequately heat their homes. For example, the skills needed to arrange 
for the gas and electricity to be switched on in a new property or the ability to take 
an accurate meter reading and understand a fuel bill. 

Literacy 

There is a tendency to assume that poor basic skills are a key barrier to 
understanding in the fuel poor sector. We found it very difficult to find information 
on the impact of poor literacy in the fuel sector alone and we could not find a body 
of existing research in this area. 

The Plain English Campaign produces free guides on how to write in plain English 
and present information in a clear and readable way, aimed at an adult audience 

12 



with poor reading skills.19  This 'Plain English' approach is applicable to Eaga 
Partnership Charitable Trust's work. We have attached a comprehensive reading 
list of more materials in this area, courtesy of the Plain English Campaign, in 
Appendix 1 of this report. 

The writing of materials in plain English is also covered in texts for those that are 
teaching adults with poor basic skills in reference to a set curriculum. 

Work on preparing information for people who speak English as a second 
language is also relevant, although this is not basic skill specific. People may be 
fully literate in their first language but experience difficulty coping when reading 
and writing English. 

Two publications funded by Eaga Charitable Trust, Fuel for Numbers and Fuel for 
Words, are the most relevant publications in this area. Published following the 
`Warmth Without Waste' Project run by the East Essex Community College, these 
teaching packs are aimed at enabling basic skills tutors to teach home energy 
conservation studies and raise energy efficiency awareness. (Maby, 1999). 

Numeracy 

There are clear links between financial literacy and basic skills. Dealing with 
finance related projects is a useful and relevant context for practising basic skills20. 
(Schagen, 1996). A National Foundation for Educational Research (NFER) study 
found that there are relatively few opportunities for people to acquire financial 
literacy skills. A parallel study highlighted the importance of situating relevant 
provision in local communities, as few people will be willing to travel or pay for 
these types of courses. (McMeeking et al, 2002a). The basic skills literature on 
financial literacy is therefore applicable to the fuel poor sector. 

The Adult Financial Literacy Group's (AdFLAG) research report for the Department 
for Education and Skills (DfES) in 2000 noted that there is a close link between 
levels of basic skills and the use of financial products and services, impacting on 
people's ability to make appropriate decisions regarding other financial services. 
(Adult Financial Literacy Group, 2000). The report bases this finding on evidence 
from local initiatives and unpublished data based on the National Development 
Study (from a study for the BSA by the Centre for Longitudinal Studies) which 
revealed that adults with the poorest skills are less likely to have any savings or 
investments. 

The following organisations joined the Advisory Group to contribute their 
experience: 

Association of British Credit Unions; 
- Association of British Insurers; 
- Association of Unit Trusts and Investment Funds; 
- Basic Skills Agency; 

British Bankers Association; 
Building Societies Association; 

19  These are available only to download, at: www.plainenglish.co.uk/plainenglishguide.html 
20  Quoted in the AdFLAG report. 
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- DfES; 
Department for Work and Pensions; 
Financial Services Authority; 

- HM Treasury; 
- National Association of Citizens Advice Bureaux; 
- University for Industry. 

AdFLAG also visited projects and organisations active in providing financial 
education programmes. 

Following on from this report, the Government allocated money in the 2000 budget 
to support AdFLAG's recommendations. The Basic Skills Agency was awarded 
part of this funding to develop a range of financial literacy initiatives aimed at 
adults (see later in solutions). 

One initiative to come out of this was the Adult Financial Capability Framework. 
Co-produced by the Financial Services Authority and Basic Skills Agency, this 
covers money management and financial capability issues. The framework seeks 
to take a broad approach and can be applied to adults at three different levels. 
These are summarised below: 

Adult Financial Capability Framework: 

There are three levels in this framework:- 

Basic understanding and developing confidence - aimed at those adults not 
engaged in, but requiring, skills to make informed judgments concerning their 
finances, and to use appropriate financial services. 

Developing competence and confidence - aimed at those adults with a basic 
understanding and competence in handling financial services and the knowledge 
to apply skills to meet their needs (denoted in the framework by a "D"). 

Extending competence and confidence - aimed at adults requiring the skills and 
knowledge to understand the wider range of services to make informed decisions 
regarding their own personal circumstances (denoted in the framework by an "E"). 

Each level is divided into nine components. 
The nine components are: 
a. different types of money/payments; 
b. income generation; 
c. income disposal; 
d. gathering financial information and record keeping; 
e. financial planning — saving, spending, budgeting; 
f. risk and return; 
g. personal choices and the financial implications; 
h. consumer rights, responsibilities and sources of advice; 
i. implications of finance21. 

21 Financial Standards Agency et al. (2003) Adult Financial Capability Framework available: 
www.fsa.bov.uk/consumer/teaching/adults/frameworkImn skills.html  
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The Framework considers scenarios where a CAB advisor may work with a basic 
skills tutor. For example, an area of financial capability covered by the framework 
is the ability to sort out gas arrears. Using the framework, the tutor can identify 
the literacy and numeracy skills needed in order for an individual to be able to 
manage their money better.22  

The Basic Skills Agency and the National Institute of Adult Continuing Education 
(NIACE) are the main organisations carrying out practical work in the area of 
financial literacy and numeracy for adults. 

The Basic Skills Agency supports and develops practical financial literacy 
projects.23  Relevant projects are listed in section 7 of this report. 

NIACE has developed an online resource.24  This project was developed after 
NIACE was approached by Prudential Financial Services and is aimed as a 
resource for basic skills tutors and learners. The website covers: paying gas and 
electricity bills, how to work out if this bill is correct, taking meter readings, 
changing gas or electricity companies, and ways to solve gas and electricity debt. 

NIACE has also carried out financial literacy work with older people. In 2000 a 
small in-house research study by NIACE among people over the age of 50 
revealed that nearly 30% experienced some, or extreme, difficulty understanding 
their finances. In addition, the study revealed that 29% of those aged over 50 
have difficulty with gas bills. Their practical project Financial Literacy and Older 
People (FLOP) is covered in section 7 of this report.25  

Fuel poverty and coping skills 

Survival strategies and coping skills of low income households need to be 
considered alongside wider access issues. This is because it is important to 
understand the priorities of low income households that are likely to be at risk of 
fuel poverty. This impacts on people's ability to devote energy to finding out about 
specific initiatives and sources of help in the fuel sector and the perceived 
relevance of such measures. 

There is some qualitative research on coping and survival strategies of low income 
households that could be fruitfully explored.2  

22  Financial Standards Agency et al. (2003) Adult Financial Capability Framework available: 
www.fsa.dov.uk/consumer/teaching/adults/framework/mn skills.html  
23  Details of which can be found at www.money-bsa.org.uk  
24 WWW.moneymatterstome.co.uk 
25 A relevant book is Carlton, S et al. (2002) Old Money: Financial Understanding for Older Adult 
Learners, Leicester: NIACE. 
26  For example, see Kempson, E. (1996) Life on a Low Income, York: Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation. 
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SECTION 4: 

INFORMATION AND COMMUNICATION 

4.1 Introduction 

The consumer agencies, in particular the Citizens Advice Bureaux and the 
Consumers Association, have produced relevant information on literacy as a 
barrier to access and communication in the fuel sector and information on how 
consumers can act confidently and take full advantage of the opportunities 
available to them. This is important because people with poor basic skills are 
more likely to express dissatisfaction with life, poor self-efficacy and a lack of trust 
in others. (Bynner and Parsons, 1997). 

By access we mean the ability to: 

take advantage of the competitive fuel market; 
communicate successfully with fuel companies, 
request and receive further information; 
receive answers to queries and problems. 

4.2 Review of literature 

The National Association of Citizens Advice Bureaux (NACAB) publication The 
Fuel Picture: CAB Clients' Experience of Dealing with Fuel Suppliers was 
published in June 2002. This report is based on evidence from 3,400 individual 
`bureau evidence reports' describing the experience of CAB clients with fuel 
suppliers. 

Basic skills are referred to in this report as a barrier to adequate service. The 
report looks at financial literacy, suggesting that those with poor numerical skills 
are less likely to make their own price comparisons between different suppliers in 
the fuel market and therefore are not likely to be able to take proper advantage of 
the opportunities available in the fuel market. 

The report notes the impact of this on some consumers: "Consumers who are not 
confident do not know their rights or do not know how to quiz a fuel salesperson or 
challenge misleading statements can be easily exploited". (Monroe and Marks, 
2002). 

The 2003 NACAB report Summing Up: Bridging the Financial Literacy Divide 
argues that financial literacy encompasses a wider range of issues than simply 
basic skills. Consumers need additional skills (e.g. in addition to basic numeracy 
and literacy skills, ability to understand payslips, choose between different types of 
mortgages, complete benefit and tax forms and so on), information and impartial 
advice if they are to act as confident and informed participants in the UK personal 
finance sector. 
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The report looks specifically at energy utilities and one issue they highlight is the 
need for the Government to take action to ensure the public are made aware of 
initiatives designed to eliminate fuel poverty and for this information to be provided 
in a way that is suitable for consumers who aren't financially literate (fuel poverty 
initiatives are not specified in this report). The consumers that the CAB advises 
have had problems getting information about the choices that exist in the market 
and how they can take advantage of these. 

The CAB recommends that Ofgem takes action to ensure all information it 
produces is presented in a way that all consumers find understandable. (National 
Association of Citizens Advice Bureaux, 2003). 

The National Consumer Council (NCC) has embarked on a programme of work 
examining how essential goods and services are delivered (including gas and 
electricity) aiming to provide solutions to the problems many consumers face in 
accessing essential services. 

The 2003 discussion paper Life Lines: the NCC's Agenda for Affordable Energy, 
Water and Telephone Services highlights communication with energy suppliers as 
a problem for disadvantaged consumers. In particular, people with poor basic 
skills, disabled consumers, and people who speak English as their second 
language found communicating with suppliers to be problematic.  These 
consumers preferred face-to-face contact. (National Consumer Council, 2003b). 

This discussion paper is based on research the NCC undertook for their Everyday 
Essentials project (detailed below) 

The research findings published by the NCC - Everyday Essentials: Meeting Basic 
Needs - looks in more detail at the problems people with basic skills difficulties 
have in accessing essential consumer goods and services. This research again 
highlighted the importance of face-to-face communications with providers. The 
research was conducted by NFO MBL (a private sector research agency) on 
behalf of the NCC from 2nd  September — 2nd  October 2002 (the number of 
respondents is not specified). Respondents were recruited from three groups: first 
or second generation Black and Minority Ethnic (BME) people, people with basic 
skills difficulties and people with young children. 

Of all the disadvantaged groups researched, consumers with poor basic skills had 
the most problems accessing the services they need. People with basic skills 
difficulties: "felt their needs to be invisible — most transactions require a proficiency 
with text or numbers — and so clearly needed attention from providers." Barriers 
and difficulties experienced by people were listed as: 

- disrupted routines due to problems with being able to deal with situations 
out of the ordinary; 

- problems communicating with suppliers (via letters and telephone); 
- employment difficulties due to information being text based. 

Most of this group used a token meter, valuing the control this gave them over 
their expenditure. However, people with basic skills found that they had to make 
contact with utility suppliers three or four times a year because of problems with 
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their gas or electricity meter. They disliked the complexity of their supplier's 
telephone services. They were wary of banks and cash machines because they 
were seen as too complex. (National Consumer Council, 2003a). 

An NCC roundtable discussion involving academics, policy advisers, and service 
providers (How Do We Address Consumer Disadvantage?) concluded that 
consumers with basic skills difficulties felt that they were invisible to providers and 
were dependent on routines when purchasing items or accessing services. These 
consumers wanted improved literacy classes. (NCC, 2003e). 

Again, face to face support was highlighted as critical and one conclusion was that 
community based organisations could act to fill the gap between consumers and 
providers. This is because they can act as local bases of information, understand 
the needs of local populations, provide local services and are hopefully driven by 
need and not profit and so will carry out a role that commercial services lack the 
time and money for. 

Further relevant research by the NCC in this area includes: 

Meeting Basic Needs: Funding Universal Access to Essential Goods and Services 
(2002) 
Everyday Essentials: Meeting Basic Financial Needs (2003) 
Who Pays for Essential Goods and Services? (2003). 
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SECTION 5: 

QUALITY OF SERVICE AND INFORMATION 

5.1 Introduction 

A relevant area of work for this scoping study covers the quality of service and 
information provided by energy companies, and the question of whether this is 
accessible to people with poor literacy and numeracy skills. We found relevant 
research by the following bodies. There is not a great deal of work in this area. 
The main theme from this work is the need for face-to-face visits to people who 
may have difficulty understanding written forms of information and need more 
specialist forms of advice and help. 

5.2 Review of literature 

Centre for Sustainable Energy 

The Centre for Sustainable Energy (CSE) produced a report for Ofgem in 2003, 
Towards Effective Energy Information: Improving consumer feedback on energy 
consumption. This looks at effective ways to present energy information and 
includes a reference to Sarah Darby's work in the field, calling for immediacy, 
clarity and specificity (see below in academic references). 

The report notes that their research team could find little evidence of studies in the 
energy field on effective methods of providing information to consumers. "This is 
perhaps a surprising oversight in this body of research. Work in other fields 
(particularly education theory) clearly points to the important role in 
comprehension and motivational impact". (Roberts and Baker, 2003). 

National Right to Fuel Campaign 

In conjunction with the Centre for Sustainable Energy, the National Right to Fuel 
Campaign produced the report Gas competition...a better deal for all? This is 
based on the experience of 126 low income gas consumers living in the first 
competition areas in 1996; 42 of those selected for interview had switched to a 
new gas supplier. 

The report looks at the disadvantages low income groups experience in the 
competitive fuel market. It refers to prepayment meters, householders without 
bank accounts, those wanting to pay with cash and people with special needs 
(elderly, disabled and chronically sick). However, problems with basic skills aren't 
specifically mentioned. The report notes that barriers of discouragement, poor 
information and inadequate information systems stop low income groups from 
taking up the benefits resulting from fuel competition. (National Right to Fuel 
Campaign, 1997). 
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National Energy Action 

National Energy Action (NEA) is currently involved with an ongoing project looking 
at low take up of energy efficiency schemes in the Warm Zone areas. The project 
has just completed phase one and the NEA are producing their findings. Basic 
skills are definitely a factor here, although the NEA acknowledges that this has 
been extremely hard to measure. 

The Building Research Establishment Energy Conservation Unit 

This organisation carried out research for the Joseph Rowntree Foundation in 
1998 looking at the effectiveness of energy advice to tenants. 

Advisers discovered that 28% of the sample group in their study were eligible for a 
Home Energy Efficiency Scheme Grant and had missed the opportunity despite 
previous publicity. These people subsequently applied. The report concludes that 
face to face visits are valuable where leaflets and advertising have failed. (Walker 
and Oseland, 1998). 

National Energy Foundation 

A research report published in 2003 revealed that homebuyers are not being given 
the information they need. For example, 74% of sales negotiators couldn't explain 
how the energy rating system works in a new home. (National Energy Services, 
2003). 

Eaga Charitable Trust 

In 1998 Julia Green, Sarah Darby, Brenda Boardman and Catrin Maby conducted 
an evaluation, funded by Eaga Charitable Trust, on the effectiveness of energy 
advice to low income households. 

The study concludes that it is very difficult to evaluate the effect of the advice on 
behaviour and that it is expensive to monitor delivery methods. The majority of 
energy advice providers carry out no formal evaluation of the benefits of their work 
to their clients. The durability of behaviour change as a result of advice is not 
understood and needs more work. 

Energy advice is most effective when it is opportunistic or client led. Low income 
households are more likely to benefit from personal contact because of the 
complex mix of their problems. For example, low income households may have 
complex problems that can't be easily dealt with using standard paper 
questionnaires. The building of trust between energy advisors and client is very 
important; the advisor must be able to assess the situation in the household. At 
least one home visit is needed. Client led schemes can achieve measured fuel 
savings of around 10% (Green et al. 1998). 

Energy Saving Trust 

This organisation commissioned research into the benefits of community based 
energy efficiency projects. This was published in March 2004 and looks at six 
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case studies and 12 evaluated projects in the UK. The research concludes that 
community based work is particularly effective at addressing the needs of 
marginalised groups and direct engagement can ensure people continue to access 
support. because community based work engages local people and enables them 
to have a lead role in developing projects. The report notes: 

-  

projects can help to re-establish a sense of community in an area and 
create opportunities to link marginalised groups with others: 

- evidence showed that community based work is particularly effective at 
addressing the needs of marginalised groups; 

- community-based work can develop skills that lead to long term awareness 
and wider skills development. (CAG Consultants. 2004). 

Ofgem 

Ofgem commissioned independent research into the quality of energy efficiency 
advice from electricity and gas suppliers. The report was published in December 
2003. This took the form of a mystery shopping survey: 48 calls were made to the 
general call centres of suppliers and 159 to their Energy Efficiency Help lines. 

25% of callers concluded that the specialist energy adviser they spoke to "knew 
little or nothing about energy efficiency." The response of suppliers to more 
specialist requests, which probably required a home visit, is described as 
disappointing. Telephone systems were complex: almost half of all calls were 
answered by automated machines requiring touchtone selections. Callers found 
the best way to access advice was via direct and accurate questions. Some 
energy advisers gave potentially dangerous advice. 

The survey didn't directly address the issue of basic skills, but many of the findings 
were relevant to this area of research because of their focus on face to face 
contact; recognition that telephone systems can be complex and that asking direct 
questions requires a certain level of confidence and skill.  (Sadler and 
Hammersley, 2003). 

Powergen 

A report produced by the University of East Anglia in 2003 examined attitudes 
towards domestic energy and environment issues, based on a survey of 1,800 
households and 12 focus groups. 

The researchers' broad conclusion is that people give energy use little thought. 
Whilst many have strong views about environmental damage, considerations 
about the "bottom line" or about maintaining comfort levels will usually take 
precedence over concern for the environment. Also, people often fail to relate 
environmental concerns to the need to be more efficient in their personal use of 
energy. 

One of the main issues revealed by the focus groups was that people thought 
there was a dearth of reliable and impartial information, with even independent 
pressure groups being seen as having 'an axe to grind'. Most consumers say they 
would welcome more information, though it also seems that few are inclined to 
seek it out. People's lives are increasingly complex and information overload is a 
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growing problem. To be truly effective, advice and information must be presented 
"on a plate". (Tinch et al. 2003). 

Academic research 

Academic research which considers the impact of poor information and potential 
solutions is summarised below. The main contributor to this field is Sarah Darby. 

Brechling, V and Smith, S. (1992) The Pattern of Energy Efficiency Measures 
Amongst Domestic Households in the UK (IFS Commentary no. 31) London: The 
Institute for Fiscal Studies. 

This paper considers the impact of poor consumer information on energy 
efficiency. It notes that some consumers may fail to undertake cost effective 
measures as a result of this. People may find information too technical or too 
general to be of any use. Consumers may buy the wrong appliances and, 
because energy efficiency goods are in general one off purchases, they don't gain 
experience of buying better, competing goods. Even if people are given the right 
information, they may still fail to make the right decision. Investments may not be 
made if the person benefiting from energy efficiency improvements differs from the 
person paying for them. Availability of credit may also be a problem, although this 
has been overstated as a problem in the past and would appear to be problematic 
for only a few groups in the population. 

Darby S (1999) Energy advice - what is it worth? Proceedings, European Council 
for an Energy-Efficient Economy, 111.05 

This paper acknowledges that whilst energy advice is promoted as a way of 
alleviating fuel poverty, success in advice giving is related to a number of variables 
which are not easy to measure. It is difficult to assess and measure the impact of 
advice on people's energy awareness and consumption. 

The paper discusses what the advice to low income households needs to 
concentrate upon. Darby lists: 

- Energy efficiency measures which can be carried out with grants (or other 
financial aid). 

- No-cost behavioural changes in energy use. 
- Reducing condensation. 

Alleviating fuel debt. 
- Fuel supply options and payment measures. 

She chose these because low income households have little money to invest in 
energy efficiency so these are the most relevant areas of advice. 

Energy advice is most likely to be effective if it is tailored to clients' needs, it 
therefore needs to be opportunistic and client-led. Client-led advice can be as 
cost effective as more usual approaches. The specificity of advice is important, as 
is the two-way communication between advisor and client that enables the advisor 
to tailor advice. 

22 



Section 6.7 of this paper explores the dangers of standardisation of information as 
this can result in the wastage of information. Instead, advisors need to present 
this in an accessible way, for example via a face-to-face meeting or a home visit. 
This is especially important for clients with poor basic skills. 

Boardman B and Darby S (2000) Effective advice: Energy Efficiency and the 
Disadvantaged. A report for the Electricity Association Fuel Poverty Task Force. 
University of Oxford, Environmental Change Institute. 

This report identifies the characteristics of 'good advice' to the disadvantaged. 
They define disadvantaged as those people on means tested benefit. Boardman 
and Darby interviewed 58 advisors and advice organisations for this report. 

The report states that there is very patchy data on the impact and outcome of 
advice for disadvantaged customers. 

Low levels of basic skills are examined as a measure of disadvantage that is 
generally neglected. The authors of this report acknowledge the relationship and 
overlap of poor basic skills to other factors. For example, adults receiving benefits 
are five times as likely to have the lowest level of literacy as those not receiving 
benefits. This overlap means that disentangling the exact cause of the problem 
can be difficult to clarify with any precision. 

People with poor basic skills are less likely to trust others and therefore less likely 
to believe in their own ability to change anything. Written information is of little 
use. Poor basic skills pose a formidable problem in communication. 

Boardman, B and Fawcett, T. (2002) Competition for the Poor, Oxford: 
Environmental Change Institute. 

This study aims to provide recommendations for the liberalisation of electricity in 
Northern Ireland, based on the experience in Great Britain. The study is based on 
20 interviews with 'key personnel' (e.g. NEA, EST, Ofgem, DTI etc.) and the 
collation of existing evidence. It notes that direct debit customers have benefited 
the most from fuel competition in Great Britain, whilst prepayment customers have 
had virtually no benefit. For example, they are still paying 12% more than 
someone on direct debit. Switchers are most likely to be from low income groups, 
although it is a complex process to switch suppliers. 

Darby, S. (2000a) Energy Advisers and Disadvantaged Householders, Oxford: 
Environmental Change Institute. 

This paper looks at the potential energy advisers have for affecting the behaviour 
of disadvantaged householders (those on means tested benefits). Darby cites 
evidence gathered from experienced energy advisers indicating that a two way 
dialogue between client and advisor is crucial to building knowledge and the ability 
to act and improve energy efficiency. Unsolicited advice is unlikely to have such 
an impact. 

It recommends training specialist energy efficiency advisers in the communication 
skills needed to work effectively with disadvantaged householders and using 
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`frontliners' to establish face-to-face contact.  The paper calls for the main 
agencies to discuss the need for a coherent and consistent approach when 
advising the disadvantaged about energy efficiency. 

Darby S (2003a) Making Sense of Energy Advice, Proceedings, European 
Council for an Energy-Efficient Economy, 6.157 

This paper looks at how householders make sense of domestic energy advice. 
This uses constructivist learning theory as a guide. 

Other relevant research by Sarah Darby includes: 

Darby S (2003a) Awareness, Action and Feedback in Domestic Energy Use, 
Unpublished D.Phil thesis, Environmental Change Institute, University of Oxford 

Darby S  (2000b) Making it Obvious: Designing Feedback into Energy 
Consumption. Proceedings, 2nd International Conference on Energy Efficiency in 
Household Appliances and Lighting. Italian Association of Energy Economists/ EC-
SAVE programme. 

Darby S (2001) Effective Advisors and Active Householders, Energy Action, no 
83, March 2001. 

Ramsay, L and Pett, J. (2003) Hard to Reach and Hard to Help: bringing energy 
efficiency to elusive audiences, Proceedings, European Council for an Energy-
Efficient Economy, 6.157. 

This paper backs up Sarah Darby's message about avoiding standardisation when 
presenting energy efficiency information to consumers. It refers to case studies of 
using community organisations to promote messages. 

Work in progress 

The Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) has set up the Environment 
and Human Behaviour New Opportunities Programme because it wishes to 
explore why people do not behave in more environmentally friendly ways. The 
London School of Economics (LSE) has researched barriers to environmental 
behaviour by low income communities. This is a parallel field, which is very 
relevant. 

Findings from all of the research projects under this Programme will be released in 
Autumn 2004. The LSE research that falls under this programme is forthcoming. 

Elster, J. (2004) Environment and Human Behaviour in Low Income Areas 
Forthcoming ESRC Report. 

This paper analyses the behaviour of low income individuals based on a series of 
focus groups. The five most frequently mentioned barriers to environmental action 
mentioned during the discussion groups included: 
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- lack of, or problem with, facilities; 
- cost/poverty; 
- inconvenience; 

experience of not being listened to; 
difficulty acting within present system. 

'?5 



SECTION 6: 

FUEL POVERTY AND WIDER ACCESS ISSUES 

6.1 Introduction 

Most of the literature on multiple access deprivation concentrates on the impact of 
the lack of access to basic services on the health, education and employment 
prospects of low income households. We found little specific information on 
multiple access deprivation and fuel poverty. 

6.2 Review of literature 

The CSE and National Right to Fuel Campaign publication Competitive Energy 
Markets and Low Income Consumers considers the impact of fuel competition on 
vulnerable consumers. This touches on access needs and difficulties. 

The report is not convinced that energy competition can meet social need. 
Prepayment meters are mostly used by those with low incomes. The report 
recommends that the Government improves physical access to financial services 
in deprived areas, recognises the popularity of post offices, reduces post office 
charges and extends Fuel Direct. The report looks at the type of area people live 
in and the impact this has on access to competitive markets and related services. 

The main area of relevant research here looks at the impact of rural locations on 
fuel poverty.  

For example, the Citizens Advice Bureaux has carried out research into the role of 
post offices in rural locations. The report is based on a survey of 67 CABs who 
undertook a survey and interviewed 2,424 clients. 

The report outlines the difficulties rural customers can face in paying for their fuel. 
These include: inadequate access to purchasing points for meter tokens and 
recharge points for card and key meters; higher transport costs and longer 
travelling times; lack of facilities to pay fuel bills; and extra transaction charges. 
The difficulties fuel customers face if they do not have a bank account are 
discussed here. (Chapman, 1995). 

Other references that consider the difficulties faced by rural fuel customers and 
rural fuel poverty include: 

Baker, W. (2002) Rural Fuel Poverty: Defining a Research Agenda. A report to 
Eaga Charitable Trust. Bristol: Centre for Sustainable Energy. 

Chapman et al. (1998) Poverty and Exclusion in Rural Britain: The Dynamics of 
Low Income and Employment, York: Joseph Rowntree Foundation. 

Cloke, P et al. (1994) Lifestyles in Rural England, London: Rural Development 
Commission. 
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Gill, A et al. (1998) Rural Fuel Poverty: A project in South West Wiltshire to study 
rural fuel poverty and develop practical solutions, Penrith: Eaga Charitable Trust. 

Shucksmith, M. (2002) Exclusive Countryside? Social Inclusion and Regeneration 
in Rural Britain, York: Joseph Rowntree Foundation. 

Simmons, M. (1997) Landscapes of Poverty: Aspects of Rural England in the Late 
1990s, London: Lemos & Crane. 

The New Policy Institute. (2000) Indicators of Poverty and Social Exclusion in 
Rural England, Wetherby: Countryside Agency. 

Work in progress 

An ongoing project by the Centre for Sustainable Energy and funded by Eaga 
Partnership Charitable Trust is seeking to quantify and classify rural fuel poverty. 
This project is due for completion in the summer of 200527. 

In addition, an ongoing research project by National Energy Action for Defra is 
exploring whether rural fuel poverty differs according to the degree of rurality. 
There are no reports available yet28. 

There is clearly scope for a wider study on either the impact of service deprivation 
on those that are already fuel poor and whether this exacerbates their fuel poverty; 
or a study into the contribution of wider access factors towards fuel poverty in 
general. 

27  Baker, W. (forthcoming) Quantifying and Classifying Rural Fuel Poverty, For more information 
visit http://www.nea.org.uVresearch/quantifyfp.htm  
28  For more information visit: http://www.nea.org.uk/research/rural.htm  
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SECTION 7: 

SOLUTIONS 

7.1. Introduction 

Our literature review revealed solutions used by basic skills organisations and 
groups promoting energy efficiency that are applicable to the scoping study's 
research questions. 

We have grouped these solutions under two categories: projects that aim to 
facilitate people's ability to become 'better consumers'; and projects that aim to 
build 'better links' between consumers and suppliers. 

Many of these projects were established as a result of an implicit assumption 
about a particular problem, e.g. young people need help understanding energy 
efficiency advice.  We couldn't find a great deal of written information or 
background research, commissioned by these organisation prior to these projects, 
that looked at the actual scale of problems. 

7.2 Better Consumers 

Adult and Community Learning Fund — grant funded projects 

The Adult and Community Learning Fund (ACLF) has supported a variety of 
projects in England aimed at improving people's basic skills, reaching 'hard to 
reach' adults, opening up access to learning, and building the capacity of 
community based organisations to deliver learning. The ACLF was set up by the 
DfES in 1998. There are two strands to the Fund, managed by NIACE and the 
Basic Skills Agency. There have been six bidding rounds since it was established. 
It is understood that there are no further rounds scheduled at the moment. 

An example of an ACLF grant funded project is The Basic Skills Agency 'Big 
Brother Basic Skills' project. This project created a five-day Big Brother style 
event. This used six young people from foyers. Foyers are a form of social 
housing for young people that usually provides single rooms in a hostel plus some 
type of personal work and training support. The exercise aimed to motivate 
residents (who were unable to leave or have contact with the outside world) to 
take part in literacy and numeracy activities such as diary entries and budgeting. 

The following three studies have evaluated the impact of the ACLF. We have 
summarised the main findings below: 

Field et al. (2001) Evaluation of the Adult and Community Learning Fund, 
Nottingham: DfES. 

- University of Warwick evaluation of rounds 1-4 (1998 — 2000) 
- ACLF has contributed towards new ways of improving basic skills 
- A 'rich harvest of non standard approaches to learning' has been promoted. 
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- ACLF's work has led to increased personal qualities and capacities and life 
planning. 

- Direct person-to-person recruitment has brought people into learning who 
would otherwise have stayed outside. 
Using intermediary bodies (BSE and NIACE) worked very well. 

McMeeking et al. (2002b) 'I Think I Can Do That Now' An Evaluation of Round 5 
of the Adult and Community Learning Fund, London: Basic Skills Agency. 

NFER evaluation of round 5, concentrating on impact on learners' basic 
skills. 
Greatest impact of the programme was on learners' self-esteem, motivation 
and ability to think for themselves. 

- Programmes have improved learners' basic skills. Some also acquired IT 
skills, practical skills and coping skills. 

Tyers, C and Aston, J. (2002) What Difference did it Make? The Impact of the 
Adult and Community Learning Fund, Brighton: Institute of Employment Studies, 
University of Sussex. 

- Evaluation of statistical evidence from project manager surveys (400), 
review of 50 project files and evidence from six case studies from rounds 1 
— 5. 
ACLF projects positively impacted on people's levels of confidence and 
self-esteem, aspiration, levels of motivation and self-awareness. They also 
engaged people's interest for learning and progression in the future. 

- ACLF was less effective at producing hard outcomes such as getting 
people into paid employment. 

- "Measuring outcomes can be difficult for organisations working with hard to 
reach groups" — formal means of evaluation can be off putting. 

Basic Skills Agency — financial literacy 

The Basic Skills Agency (BSA) launched the Money Go Round CD Rom in 2002. 
This covers financial skills such as getting advice, using a bank and checking 
paperwork and is targeted at adult learners. The BSA is also currently developing 
a CD Rom targeted at those who speak English as a second language and this will 
be a resource for learners to develop language skills through a financial context. 

NIACE - financial literacy for older people 

In 2000 a small in house research study by NIACE (an adult learning body) among 
people over the age of 50 revealed that nearly 30% experienced some, or 
extreme, difficulty understanding their finances. In addition, the study revealed 
that 29% of those aged over 50 have difficulty with gas bills. 

As a result, NIACE established two financial literacy research projects for older 
people: 'Financial Literacy and Older People Project' (FLOP) and 'It Doesn't Add 
Up'. 
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`FLOP' created basic skills teaching materials relevant to the concerns of older 
people. Part of the programme included how to check and read gas and electricity 
meters and work out bills from unit costs. 

`It Doesn't Add Up' aimed to examine the issues that impact upon financial 
decisions, reviewed at a local level the sources of advice currently available and 
created information materials and guidance for older people. 

Findings from these projects were produced as an internal document in Autumn 
2002 for NIACE and DfES29. 

These findings outline ways forward in the field of financial literacy for older people 
and what initiatives would help to combat financial exclusion. NIACE notes the 
belief of many that financial literacy is simply a basic skills issue. They believe 
that this is misleading and conceals the real issue of the lack of power and 
influence that older people have: 

"Whilst basic skills techniques are likely to feature in developing skills, an 
expectation that older people will present themselves to basic skills specialists and 
that the issue is simply about enhancing skills ignores the 'political' agenda of 
helping older people make sense of and influence decisions around money, 
financial services and welfare." 

Older people may experience problems as a result of the disempowering effects of 
bereavement; lack of Information and Communication Technology (ICT) 
knowledge in a world that is increasingly reliant on computers; the increasing 
complexity of services; and the lack of personal service which alienates many 
older people and lessens their understanding about services. 

Community Finance and Learning Initiative — financial literacy using 
community based organisations 

The initiative was launched by DfES in 2002 aiming to provide support to existing 
and trusted community based organisations to work in partnership to deliver 
services that improve literacy and numeracy. The organisations have included 
Credit Unions, CAB and social housing providers. Five pilot projects were set up 
under this initiative, covering nine communities. 

The evaluation of this is currently underway by ecotech under contract from DfES 
and results are due in late 2004. 

Housing — providing easy to understand advice 
The Basic Skills Agency has helped develop projects with housing associations 
that focus on providing individuals with the skills to get into and stay in permanent 
accommodation. They have also produced an information booklet for staff working 
with tenants showing why housing organisations should be concerned about the 
basic skills of the people they work for and giving practical suggestions for 
improving an individual's basic skills. A listed basic skill in the housing sector is 

29  A summary of this is available at: 
www.niace.orq.uk/information/Briefing sheets/Financial literacy older peopie.htm 
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the ability to arrange for gas and electricity to be connected. (Basic Skills Agency, 
2003). 

Other relevant information resources include: 

In 2002 the Housing Corporation produced a short film assisting tenants to 
understand their tenancy. This offered information on heating systems3°. 

- Chartered Institute of Housing Good Practice Briefing on energy efficiency 
looks at providing energy advice and the involvement of tenants in energy 
strategies and programmes. (Chartered Institute of Housing, 1996). 

- The Energy Saving Trust has published a good practice guide 208 
Providing Energy Advice to Householders — a guide for local authorities and 
housing associations. (Energy Saving Trust, 1996) 

- The Energy Saving Trust's website Energy Efficiency Best Practice in 
Housing provides advice, ideas and information for builders and specifiers 
to ensure they are kept up to date in order to deliver the best in energy 
efficiency31. 

CREATE — training and support programmes 

The Centre for Research, Education and Training in Energy (CREATE) is a not for 
profit organisation that provides training and support programmes for work places, 
schools and communities. 

Programmes have included a project with youth centre members in Staffordshire 
that used art, music and drama to raise energy efficiency awareness. The young 
people received DIY training at B&Q to teach them how to install draught proofing. 
150 Youth Forum Members were involved in this project, and more than 300 
young people from the community and local schools participated in classroom 
sessions and activities. 

This project resulted in a 15% reduction in energy consumption at the two youth 
centres where it was based. 

This example has been included as an applicable approach for basic skills 
programmes that focus on coping or survival skills. 

Centre for Sustainable Energy — training, support and practical advice 

The Centre for Sustainable Energy developed and ran an energy education 
programme in schools called 'Energy Matters.' New Perspectives evaluated this 
programme and its impact on people's behaviour and a report on this was 
published in April 2003. 

Over 18,000 pupils used the project across 500 schools. 76% of parents changed 
their behaviour as a result of their children's involvement in 'Energy Matters'. 

30  For information see: 
http://www.housingcorplibrary.org.uk/housingcorp.nsf/AliDocuments/22DCE3F6275F75ED80256E 
C8005A197A  
31 www.est.org.uk/bestpractice/ 
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Reported benefits from this programme included reduced fuel bills, improved 
warmth and reduced ill-health3  . (New Perspectives, 2003).  

The CSE is currently running a project in Somerset aiming to increase the uptake 
of energy efficiency grants among vulnerable households (aged over 60 or in 
receipt of benefits). This started in April 2004 and is due for completion in 
September 2004. The evaluation will be available in October 2004. 

In addition, CSE, in conjunction with NIACE, have developed a project called 
`Hands on Energy'. This is based in Somerset, in areas identified as having high 
levels of fuel poverty. This provides an energy specific supported learning 
programme for disadvantaged households. The project aims to increase people's 
opportunities to access work or volunteering opportunities, and develop 
transferable skills. 

The CSE website outlines at least 20 other community based practical projects33. 

Work in progress 

Energy Efficiency Partnership for Homes — identification of projects 

This body is currently carrying out a piece of research identifying the range of 
home energy education work carried out in the UK. Basic skills problems are a 
key factor that has been taken into account. 

Examples included in this study are: 

- work with young people in schools, colleges or youth organisations 
- work with adults in informal settings such as community groups or in formal 

settings such as work based training or adult education 

Preliminary relevant results include: 

- a project in Braintree educating language students in energy efficiency 
- a family learning project run by CSE 
- NEA training in energy efficiency for English for Speakers of Other 

Languages (ESOL) students. 

The final report of this research is due to be completed in January 2005. 

7.3. Better links between consumers and suppliers 

The verbal approach to bridging the gap between consumers and suppliers, called 
for by Brenda Boardman, Sarah Darby and others, is a tried and tested technique 
in the consumer and basic skills field. 

32  CSE also produced their own evaluation (2004) Energy Education Hitting Home: Monitoring the 
Impact of Energy Matters, Bristol: CSE. 
33 www.cse.ord.uk/cgi-bin/projects.cqi?community&recent  
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Projects may use a trained intermediary to improve links between individuals and 
larger organisations; or they may organise controlled learning situations where 
people can pick up or practise skills in a supportive environment. 

We list projects relevant to the fuel sector below. 

Eaga Partnership Charitable Trust — good practice examples and toolkit 

Tackling Fuel Poverty: A Beacon Council Toolkit for Local Authorities looks at 
good practice ways of spreading the word locally; for example, targeting via postal 
energy surveys, developing partnerships to reach fuel poor households, and 
developing effective referral mechanisms and networks. (Eaga Partnership 
Charitable Trust, 2002). 

Basic Skills Agency - basic skills programmes in community settings. 

Following the AdFLAG Report, the BSA worked with CAB, Association of British 
Credit Unions (ABCUL) and four Midlands Local Education Authority's (LEA) to 
develop basic skills programmes with community settings. Part of the programme 
focused on 15 community projects in disadvantaged areas. The aim was to pilot 
models of delivery aimed at improving financial literacy and basic skills. The 
agencies involved adopted different approaches. 

NFER evaluated this programme by visiting projects and carrying out telephone 
interviews. The Programme aimed to provide help in both basic skills and financial 
literacy because of the strong links between the two areas. 

The programme was divided into three development areas and referred to as 
strands by NFER.  

The CAB strand piloted approaches to basic skills and financial literacy in 
five Midlands CAB. 
The LEA strand sought to develop further the 'My Money, My Life' training 
course originally developed by Coventry LEA by adding a basic skills focus. 
The Credit Union strand, ABCUL worked to develop a training programme 
for all Credit Unions in the Association. 

The NFER report evaluates in detail each strand of the programme. They 
conclude that, although the idea to provide help in both basic skills and financial 
literacy was a potentially useful idea, provision was not always tailored to learners' 
needs e.g. some people who need help in basic skills may not have wanted help in 
financial literacy and vice versa. The report recommends developing a modular 
structure to avoid these problems, so that learners could perhaps opt out of parts 
they do not want. 

The evaluation endorses the value of local community organisations in identifying 
and reaching people because of their experience of the local area. These 
organisations are also important as they are often trusted locally.  NFER 
recommend partnership working to pool expertise and develop coherent provision. 
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The evaluation also recommends using face to face recruitment methods in order 
to target the hard to reach. Local awareness raising should play a role in this. 
(McMeeking et al. 2002a). 

Community Action for Energy (CAfE) - facilitating community based energy 
projects and networks 

CAfE is an Energy Saving Trust and Centre for Sustainable Energy initiative aimed 
at community workers, activists and professionals. This programme is designed to 
facilitate the formation of community-based energy projects through the provision 
of free training and workshops, information about grant funding, a database of UK 
wide community energy projects and contact with community energy practitioners 
for support and advice. Membership of the network is free34. 

In October 2003 CAfE had 840 members and an evaluation of CAfE's first year 
was published in February 2004. The evaluation revealed that the CAfE 
newsletter, website and case studies were the most frequently used services. 
Overall members felt that the CAfE programme provided a useful contribution 
rather than having a big impact. (Energy Saving Trust, 2004). 

National Energy Action - targeting those that have traditionally found it 
difficult to access information. 

The British Gas-funded 'Realising Energy Efficient Communities and Homes' 
(REECH) project was set up in 2002. This is aimed at minority ethnic groups that 
have experienced difficulty accessing energy efficiency information because of 
language or cultural differences. The initiative targets volunteers from community 
groups who then pass on their knowledge to their communities. 

34  This is accessible via: www.est.co.uk/cafe 
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SECTION 8: 

A POSSIBLE RESEARCH AGENDA 

8.1 Summary 

1) The core problem — what access and communication barriers are there to 
people reducing their fuel poverty by improving the energy efficiency of their home, 
and/or reducing the cost of their fuel, and/or using equipment and appliances in a 
more energy efficient way? 

2) How important is lack of information, knowledge and awareness in contributing 
to or exacerbating fuel poverty, in relation to other factors motivating behaviour? 
Insofar as there is an information gap, how far is it related to basic skills? 

3) To what extent are the relevant providers/agencies working in this field 
complying with best practice in their treatment of disadvantaged customers? 
Where there isn't compliance, what more could be done to incentivise providers? 

It is clear that there is a higher than average likelihood of people in fuel poverty 
also suffering from low income, social exclusion, multiple access problems, and 
also from basic skills problems. It is easy to assume that these are causes of 
continuing fuel poverty. But these causal links are far from clear. 

8.2. Approach 

The starting point for a research programme needs to take a step back to establish 
whether these are barriers that prevent people from alleviating their fuel poverty. 
We need to know more about the interactions between basic skills and access 
issues, and other barriers faced by low income households when getting advice, 
managing relationships with organisations, and implementing energy efficiency 
measures. 

There are several problems with conventional approaches to access issues in fuel 
poverty. One is the assumption that access to help is mainly about better quality 
information to households, such as energy advice. A linked problem is that 
evaluations of energy efficiency advice have been done in isolation from the other 
factors that affect people's behaviour. This 'information deficit' model presumes 
that lack of information about solutions is the problem. It assumes that the 
solutions and services provided are appropriate and worthwhile. This model 
assumes that more and better information will lead to behaviour change, and 
underlies a lot of concern about basic skills in fields such as energy efficiency and 
health promotion. 

One possible reason why people do not take up advice or schemes etc is that they 
do not feel the benefits are worth the effort. This is an identified issue in the field 
of environmental action more widely across income groups. We do not know 
whether perceptions of the costs and benefits of solutions differ between people 
with basic skills difficulties and those without. How much would people on low 
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incomes have to save, and over what period, for them to want to take particular 
actions, and does this vary by level of basic skills and financial literacy? 

Another possible reason for fuel poor households not taking advantage of anti-fuel 
poverty measures is a clash with their 'survival strategies' to deal with low income 
and associated problems like family disorganisation. As a result of the evidence 
cited above, we know that energy issues are likely to be given low priority by low 
income households. Basic skills are closely related to a lack of confidence in 
dealing with official systems, feelings of low self efficacy, and to the broader issue 
of financial literacy.  Could better basic skills or financial literacy by itself deal with 
this, or is a more holistic approach needed to improving coping skills or people's 
capabilities? What else might increase the chances of fuel poor households 
implementing solutions or taking action, and what factors does this vary by? 

Fuel poor households are less likely to have easy or suitable access to a phone, a 
car, shopping facilities, and other services. But it is unclear how much this lack of 
access prevents the reduction of fuel poverty. We know that companies and 
organisations are not providing sufficiently flexible, simple or tailored services 
when people do get access to them, despite guidance on best practice. It might 
be poor customer care that dissuades people from getting better help or services. 

We know the typical customer profiles of relevant services by age, gender, 
location, tenure, basic skills or educational level (i.e. who within the household 
deals with fuel related decisions and who performs fuel related tasks in the 
household, such as payment of bills and use of heating controls). We also know 
quite a lot about their preferences for receiving information and advice, and for 
making contact with organisations, including fuel suppliers and purchasing points 
for fuel related products. Lessons from the basic skills field show the importance 
of identifying market segments and targeting publicity. 

We suggest a more rounded approach that asks first — what helps people want to 
change their behaviour? We then ask, once people want to take positive action, 
how easy do they find it to do so? What barriers are put in their way by 
inappropriate or inadequate service provision? 

This approach provides a comprehensive testing out of the causal links between 
basic skills issues, `capability' issues, and other access issues by looking at 
customer preferences in relation to service provision, and fuel poverty outcomes 
(see Figure 1 below). 

8.3. Research questions 

Possible research questions include the following: 

How important is lack of information, knowledge and awareness in 
contributing to or exacerbating fuel poverty, in relation to other factors 
motivating behaviour? Insofar as there is an information gap, how far is it 
related to basic skills? 
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Basic skills problems 
(i.e. problems with reading or 

writing) 

Information/knowledge 
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(e.g. obtaining best tariff 
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affecting 
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efficiency 
behaviour 
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environment, 
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Lower take-up of energy 
efficiency grants. 

Inefficient use of heating 
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appliances. 
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potential benefits of 
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Figure 1: Possible relationship between basic skills and/or access problems and fuel poverty 
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What is the nature and scale of any information deficit about problems and 
solutions amongst the fuel poor, in relation to: people's ability to identify that 
they are in fuel poverty; the availability and eligibility of schemes (both 
Warm Front and emerging local authority initiatives to improve private 
sector housing); low cost energy efficiency measures people can take in the 
home such as turning off lights, low energy light bulbs etc; the benefits of 
and ways to switch suppliers, get accurate bills etc. 
How does people's knowledge, awareness and understanding of possible 
solutions vary between those with both basic skills and financial literacy 
problems, those with financial literacy but no basic skills problems (the 'fuel 
confused' fuel poor), and those with no problems? 
What is the minimum necessary level of information, understanding or 
awareness to take anti-fuel poverty action? (i.e. you may not be able to 
calculate energy use in kilowatt hours but you may know that switching 
appliances and lights off costs less anyway.) 
How does information and awareness etc turn into changed behaviour -
what are the other motivating factors that help people on low incomes take 
action? Where people (particularly on low incomes) are aware of possible 
solutions, does their behaviour and motivation to change behaviour differ 
depending on whether they have basic skills problems, or for some other 
reason? 

It's only once people have identified possible solutions, and feel it is worth their 
while to spend time implementing them, that we can look at other access issues 
which form the second set of questions. We would want to separate out access to 
mains gas and access to credit/bank accounts first: 

Access to mains gas. This is an issue mainly affecting rural households, 
and much is already known about this. We do not feel there is much 
mileage in looking specifically at access to mains gas in relation to basic 
skills or other services. Basic skills and other kinds of access issues 
affecting rural households are covered under the third set of access issues -
communication (see below). 
Access to credit/bank accounts. Credit and/or having a bank account is 
highly relevant for the reduction of fuel poverty (e.g., receiving some forms 
of subsidy for energy efficiency improvements such as new local authority 
equity release schemes, getting cheaper fuel supplies etc). As access to 
bank accounts etc is controlled by the financial institution rather than the 
customer we suggest this topic is treated separately. However, there is 
much literature on this topic, and so we suggest that this is not a major topic 
to be included in a future research agenda. 

Therefore the second set of questions is: 

To what extent are the relevant providers/agencies working in this field 
complying with best practice in their treatment of disadvantaged 
customers? Where there isn't compliance, what more could be done to 
incentivise providers? 
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In relation to remote methods of communication, i.e. phone, internet and post: 

- Does access match preferences? 
What outcomes are delivered? 
Which services offer remote methods? 

- Who uses them? 
- Does this fit with customer preferences and if not why e.g. lack of access to 

phone or IT or other reasons? 
Do these methods incorporate basic skills awareness? 

- If so, how are basic skills issues dealt with? 
- What are the satisfaction levels and where low, why? 
- What are the energy efficiency/fuel poverty outcomes, and do they vary by 

basic skills levels or other factors? 
- What more could be done to improve the amount of, access to and quality 

of provision, particularly to those with basic skills and/or financial literacy 
problems? And why do organisations not implement these suggestions? 

In relation to face-to-face methods of communication where the customer initiates 
contact with the service e.g. fuel supplier, advice from CAB etc, council, 
supermarket, and post office: 

What is the geographical coverage and physical accessibility of fuel related 
services and fuel advice in relation to the location of fuel poor households? 

- What is provision like in terms of opening times, quality of building, 
customer care, waiting times? 
Does existing provision match consumer preferences? 
What are the satisfaction levels? 
What variation is there in the quality and accuracy of advice and 
information? 

- Do these direct forms of communication incorporate basic skills awareness, 
and if so, how are the issues dealt with? 
What are the energy efficiency/fuel poverty outcomes, and do they vary by 
basic skills levels or other factors? 
What more could be done to improve the amount of, access to and quality 
of provision, particularly to those with basic skills and/or financial literacy 
problems? And why do organisations not implement these suggestions? 

In relation to face-to-face communication where the service initiates contact with 
the customer e.g. door-to-door sales, home visits: 

- Which services offer face to face 'outreach' — both unsolicited and 
requested? 
To which customer groups, and in which locations? 
Under what circumstances? 

- What are the satisfaction levels? 
What is the quality and accuracy of advice and information? 
Do these direct forms of communication incorporate basic skills awareness, 
and if so, how are the issues dealt with? 
What are the energy efficiency/fuel poverty outcomes, and do they vary by 
basic skills levels or other factors? 
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- What more could be done to improve the amount of, access to and quality 
of provision, particularly to those with basic skills and/or financial literacy 
problems? And why do organisations not implement these suggestions? 
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APPENDIX I: 

Writing in Plain English — further reading (courtesy of the Plain English 
Campaign) 

Dictionaries 
If you don't already have one, buy the most comprehensive dictionary you can 
afford. You may also find specialist dictionaries helpful for explaining technical 
terms. For example: 
• Brockington R Dictionary of Accounting and Finance Pitman Publishing, 1993. 
• Collins Plain English Dictionary HarperCollins, 1996. 
• Concise Medical Dictionary Oxford University Press, 1994. 

Plain English 
• Collinson, Kirkup, Kyd and Slocombe Plain English Open University Press, 

1992. 
• Gowers E The Complete Plain Words Penguin, 1987. 
• Murphy E and Snell S Effective writing — Plain English at work Pitman 

Publishing, 1994. 
• Plain English Campaign How to write letters in plain English 1991. (Available 

from the Plain English Campaign website.) 
• Plain English Campaign The Plain English Story 1993. (Available from Plain 

English Campaign.) 
• Plain English Campaign How to write reports in plain English 1995. (Available 

from the Plain English Campaign website.) 

Usage 
• Ayto J The Oxford Essential Guide to the English Language Oxford University 

Press, 1998. 
• Bryson B The Penguin Dictionary of Troublesome Words Penguin, 1987. 
• Burchfield R W The New Fowler's Modern English Usage Oxford University 

Press, 1996. 
• Crystal D Who Cares About English Usage? Penguin, 1985. 

Manser M Guide to better English Bloomsbury, 1994. 
• The Economist Style Guide Hamish Hamilton, 1996. 

Basic grammar 
• Alexander L G The Essential English Grammar Longman, 1993. 
• Gee R and Watson C Better English Usborne, 1983. 

Legal language 
• Mellinkoff D The Language of the Law Little, Brown and Company, 1963. 
• National Consumer Council Plain English for Lawyers 1984. 
• Plain English Campaign Language on Trial 1996. (Available from Plain English 

Campaign.) 
• Plain English Campaign A—Z guide to legal words 1997. (Available from Plain 

English Campaign.) 
• Plain English Campaign A—Z of legal words and phrases 1997. (Available from 

Plain English Campaign.) 
• Wydick R Plain English for Lawyers Carolina Academic Press (USA), 1985. 
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Design and typography 
• Campbell A The Designer's Handbook Little, Brown and Company, 1993. 
• Hartley J Designing Instructional Text Kogan Page, 1994. 
• HMSO Design of Forms in Government Departments 1972. 
• McLean R Manual of Typography Thames and Hudson, 1980. 

General interest 
• Bryson B Mother Tongue Penguin, 1991. 
• Crystal D The English Language Penguin, 1988. 
• Crystal D The Cambridge Encyclopedia of the English Language Cambridge 

University Press, 1995. 
• English Today quarterly magazine, Cambridge University Press Publishing 

Division, Edinburgh Building, 
Shaftesbury Road, Cambridge CB2 2RU. 

• Good C E Mightier than the Sword Blue Jeans Press, 1989. 
• Plain English Campaign Utter Drivel 1994 (Available from Plain English 

Campaign.) 
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APPENDIX II: 

Organisations contacted 

Basic Skills Agency 

Brechling, V (Institute for Fiscal Studies) 

Building Research Establishment Energy Conservation Unit 

Centre for Sustainable Energy 

Community Action for Energy (CAfE) 

Electricity Association Fuel Poverty Task Force 

Energy Efficiency Partnership for Homes — Sandy Carter 

Energy Saving Trust 

Environmental Change Institute 

National Association of Citizens Advice Bureaux 

National Consumer Council 

National Energy Action 

National Energy Foundation 

National Right to Fuel Campaign 

NIACE 

Ofgem 

Ramsay, L and Pett, J (Association for the Conservation of Energy) 


