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Executive summary 

1 Fuel poor families: introducing the issues 
Families in fuel poverty are an important issue for policy and research. Fuel poverty can have severe 

and long-lasting effects, including on children’s respiratory problems, mental health, hospital admission 

rates, developmental status, school absence and well-being (Marmot Review Team 2011). ACE research 

(ACE Research & Energy Bill Revolution 2014) has estimated that there are currently 2.23 million 

children, in 1.08 million families, in fuel poverty in England. The recent Department of Energy and 

Climate Change (DECC) consultation on a fuel poverty strategy (DECC 2014a) notes that families with 

children make up over 45% of households in fuel poverty and suggests a need to “direct assistance 

more towards low income families with children”.  

The key forms of assistance now available to families on the national scale are the Affordable Warmth 

and Carbon Saving Community elements of the Energy Company Obligation (ECO) and the Broader 

Group element of the Warm Home Discount (WHD). In addition, there are many local schemes aimed at 

providing assistance or advice, and helping families access the support available. However, last 

year, ACE estimated that only 2.9% of national energy assistance budgets would reach fuel poor 

families (Guertler and Royston 2013).  

One issue is that the eligibility criteria may not be designed to include families. Equally, families may 

miss out on automatic enrolment, as in the case of the Warm Home Discount (Royston 2014). There are 

also many barriers that may prevent families engaging with available help, including time, cost, hassle, 

stigma and negative perceptions of the help offered. For these reasons, take-up of fuel poverty 

assistance among families is a key concern for policy-makers, service providers and energy companies. 

Evidence suggests that community-based approaches, using trusted intermediaries (such as charities) 

can be a cost-effective way to engage households, especially those at risk of fuel poverty (Imrie 2012). 

One group of local intermediaries is Sure Start Children’s Centres. There are around 3,116 Children’s 

Centres in England according to latest figures (4Children 2013), and these are more often than not 

located in low-income areas. Our analysis shows that an estimated 77% of fuel poor families live within 

one mile of a Children’s Centre. This means these centres offer a potentially valuable opportunity for 

engaging families with fuel poverty support. 

2 The ‘Reaching Fuel Poor Families’ project 
In this context, Eaga Charitable Trust funded The Children’s Society and the Association for the 

Conservation of Energy to carry out the Reaching Fuel Poor Families (RFPF) project. This research 

aimed to investigate effective ways of engaging families with fuel poverty assistance, and focused 

particularly on assessing the current and potential role of Children’s Centres.  

To do this, two main strands of empirical work were conducted. First, we identified and reviewed 25 

schemes in local areas across England, in which Children’s Centres have played a role in reaching fuel 

poor families. We looked at the design and structure of these schemes, and, where possible (based on 

contact with scheme representatives), their strengths, limitations and lessons learned. 

http://www.energybillrevolution.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/01/ACE-and-EBR-fact-file-2014-02-Fuel-Poverty-update-2014.pdf
http://www.ukace.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/02/ACE-and-EBR-fact-file-2012-02-Families-and-fuel-poverty.pdf
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Next, we sought a more detailed understanding of scheme design and delivery, and the factors affecting 

its take-up and impact. This was achieved through an in-depth case study of one fuel poverty scheme 

run through Mortimer House Children’s Centre in Bradford. Data was gathered through face-to-face 

interviews, conversations and observations, with the participation of 24 energy advice users, 13 non-

users and six staff members. 

In addition, the project drew on recent unpublished research by The Children’s Society on the impacts 

of fuel poverty on families and children. This research used eleven case study interviews with people in 

Bradford, Bedfordshire and Hertfordshire. While this was not part of the RFPF project, the findings are 

presented for the first time in the RFPF report, and are used to provide context to the project’s findings 

and inform its recommendations. 

3 Findings: effective scheme design and delivery 
The findings of the research show that fuel poverty is a very serious problem for families and children, 

with potentially harmful and long-term impacts. The complex situations experienced by fuel poor 

families may result in particular drivers and barriers to their take-up of assistance, with implications 

for scheme design and delivery. As trusted community hubs, with an extensive national coverage and 

reach to low-income areas, Children’s Centres have potential to make a significant contribution to 

engaging fuel poor families. 

3.1 Why should Children's Centres be involved in work with fuel poor families? 
There are many reasons why those designing schemes for fuel poor families should consider involving 

Children's Centres. These include the following: 

 Families already use these centres, so they offer access to this time-constrained audience, and 

there can be cross-promotion across different sessions at a centre. Fuel poverty work can 

sometimes be integrated into existing sessions 

 Centres are often situated in low-income areas and often have good take-up by vulnerable 

people 

 Centre staff are often trusted by clients, and have good local connections and relationships 

 Centres offer an opportunity to build long term relationships with clients and with communities 

 Existing advisors and family support workers may be highly trained and experienced in advice 

work, and have transferable skills that can support the project (including language skills) 

 Centres may offer an opportunity for childcare or children’s activities alongside sessions 

 Sessions at centres are generally less resource intensive than home visits 

 There are various ways of involving Children's Centres, and they can be combined with other 

methods as appropriate for the specific scheme 

3.2 What limitations should scheme designers be aware of? 
As well as considering these benefits, scheme designers should also be aware of these limitations: 

 Attendance may be poor at one-off events, because of a lack of sustained interaction and 

awareness. However, it may be difficult to get funding for long-term work 

 The popularity of events, and levels of trust, may depend on whether the scheme is perceived as 

local or external, which can be affected by the level of Children’s Centre involvement 

 Success largely depends on staff enthusiasm, expertise and capacity 



REACHING FUEL POOR FAMILIES October 2014 

 

  

Association for the Conservation of Energy and The Children’s Society | Research Report 9 

 

 Some people do not like talking about personal information or energy problems in a public 

setting (and even a one-to-one session may not feel as comfortable as a home visit) 

 Some centres may be dominated by less vulnerable clients 

 Open sessions at centres are not ideal for targeting one group, such as children with asthma 

 Group sessions can be noisy and chaotic, so need careful design and skilled facilitators 

 Provision for children during sessions needs to be taken into account 

 There is a risk that vulnerable people may come to depend on the assistance and advice, unless 

efforts are made to empower them and develop their skills 

3.3 What are effective routes to engagement? 
 Face-to-face contact in a place where people already are 

 Cross-promotion between sessions at a Children's Centre, and tying fuel poverty sessions into 

existing activities 

 Word-of-mouth, especially in promoting regular or repeated events. 

 Long-term schemes to build awareness and trust 

 Door-knocking only by people (or organisations) that householders trust, such as family 

support workers  

 Provision of home visits to housebound people 

 Participating in local referral networks and partnerships with other organisations  

 Foreign language provision (an important way to engage some of the most vulnerable groups) 

 Avoiding stigma by: not using the term ‘fuel poverty’; providing generalist advice, so that only 

the advisor knows the topic; or presenting energy efficiency in terms of ‘home improvement’ 

3.4 What should be considered in the design and structure of a scheme? 
 The role of the Children's Centre: programmes that are seen as local or ‘embedded’ may be 

trusted more than those run by external organisations (with a Children’s Centre as a venue). 

The higher the level of Children’s Centre involvement, the more the scheme will benefit from its 

trusted reputation. 

 Effective partnerships: these ensure the necessary expertise is available to clients and advisors, 

and address clients’ multiple problems. There should be referral mechanisms, ideally to 

partners that have an established relationship with the scheme. 

 Long term approaches: these allow the development of awareness, trust, and relationships with 

clients and the wider community, which result in high take-up rates.  

 Designs of event: these include running group workshops, visiting existing sessions, and giving 

one-to-one advice. Offering diverse forms of access is helpful.  

 Provision for children: an ideal solution is to provide childcare during sessions, or special 

activities for children alongside a workshop for adults (or just some toys and space to play). 

 Alternative/complementary approaches: for example, home visits and referrals can be 

effectively used alongside centre sessions.  

 Both generalist and specialist advice have advantages, and the balance will depend on the 

specific scheme; a good approach is to incorporate both generalist and specialist (fuel poverty) 

advisors within one scheme. 

3.5 What are key attributes for an advisor? 
 Appropriate training in provision of high-quality advice 
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 Good knowledge of energy issues, especially those most affecting their client base 

 ‘People skills’, especially a non-judgemental and friendly style, and ability to build trust into 

client relationships  

 Training and experience in dealing with difficult household circumstances and making referrals 

 Understanding of wider issues such as debt and the welfare benefits system (especially because 

of the use of benefits as eligibility criteria in fuel poverty assistance schemes) 

4 Recommendations for policy 
This study suggests a range of recommendations for policy, for various different sectors. We present a 

range of general lessons and specific suggestions here, because the policy landscape around fuel 

poverty and energy is changing rapidly, and so recommendations need an element of flexibility. One 

possible future approach, as set out in DECC's recent consultation on proposals for a new fuel poverty 

strategy for England (DECC 2014a), is an area-based approach, so we briefly consider how different 

sectors could support this, and the potential role for Children's Centres. 

4.1 Local government 
Local authorities should aim to promote and support fuel poverty work through Children's Centres, and 

consider this in the design of any policies, programmes and funding streams. More specifically: 

 When commissioning for Children’s Centres in areas with high levels of fuel poverty, Local 

Authorities (LAs) should consider including explicit reference to undertaking work to address 

fuel poverty amongst families with children in the local area. 

 Facilitate networking and partnerships between local organisations such as Children's Centres, 

health agencies, charities and other service providers for the purposes of promoting fuel 

poverty assistance. 

 Help to raise awareness of existing schemes for fuel poor families, for example, through the LA 

website and publications. 

 Involve Children's Centres and their providers, where appropriate, in funding bids or 

competition submissions (e.g. to DECC) that they are developing on fuel poverty 

 In a future area–based approach to fuel poverty, play a key role as co-ordinators and deliverers 

of assistance. In doing this they could ensure the potential of Children's Centres in engaging fuel 

poor families is fulfilled, and they play an active role in scheme delivery. 

4.2 National government 
Government departments should aim to promote and support fuel poverty work through Children's 

Centres, and consider this in the design of any policies, programmes and funding streams. This naturally 

includes DECC, but also other departments with an interest in fuel poverty and families, including the 

Department of Health, Department for Education, Department of Work and Pensions, Department of 

Communities and Local Government and the Treasury. More specifically: 

 It is welcome that the latest fuel poverty strategy includes a renewed focus on families with 

children, recognising that 45% of households in poverty are families with children. It is 

important that the final strategy reflects this focus. 

 Promote and support the sustainable use of Children’s Centres (and other community based 

services) in fuel poverty assistance schemes. For example, if ECO were to become a fund, then 
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some of this could be ring-fenced for projects delivered in partnership with community services 

such as Children’s Centres. If the obligation structure remains, then there could be a quota for 

delivery of measures to families with children, or alternatively, obligations could be quantified 

in terms of people (not households) benefiting from measures, with the effect of incentivising 

assistance to families. 

 Ensure Children's Centres are sustainably funded to deliver fuel poverty assistance, and do not 

provide excessive unpaid work to energy companies. Encourage companies to fairly 

recompense intermediary charities/organisations, and inform these organisations about the 

possibilities for recompense. 

 Consider the potential role of Children's Centres in other policies and funding streams, such as 

health-focussed programmes (e.g. Warm Homes Healthy People) and support this role. The 

Department of Health already works extensively with Children’s Centres, so this is a good 

foundation for fuel poverty work. 

 Promote and support long-term fuel poverty referral networks, and facilitate networking and 

partnerships between organisations on the national scale, including health agencies, housing 

agencies, services for families and children, companies and charities. 

 Consider the role of Children's Centres in the design of any future area-based fuel poverty 

interventions. Other community hubs might also be valuable, and different hubs might work for 

other groups; e.g. libraries, churches and lunch clubs for older people. 

 The best way to ensure families with children receive fuel poverty assistance is to provide this 

automatically. The Warm Home Discount (WHD) is one crucial form of assistance, but because 

of lack of automatic entitlement and confusing eligibility criteria, many families in need of 

support miss out. The Government should move low income families with children to the core 

eligibility group for the WHD, so that the discount is applied automatically to their energy bill. 

4.3 Business and industry 
Companies involved in the energy industry, especially those with obligations to assist vulnerable 

customers, should aim to promote and support fuel poverty work through Children's Centres. This can 

be done as part of obligation schemes, or as part of wider corporate social responsibility. Specifically, 

they can: 

 Form partnerships with Children's Centres, which will help meet obligations in a cost effective 

way, and ensure support goes to those families who are most in need. This could include giving 

training to Children's Centre staff on topics such as measures and offers available, and eligibility 

criteria. 

 However, ensure Children's Centres are sustainably funded in supporting this work. Fairly 

recompense intermediary charities/organisations (e.g. for delivering referrals for the ECO), and 

inform organisations about the obligation and their value in fulfilling it. 

4.4 Third sector organisations 
Third sector organisations should aim to promote and support fuel poverty work through Children's 

Centres, and consider this in the design of any policies and programmes. This can apply to those directly 

involved in running Children's Centres, but also those involved in work on energy issues. Specifically: 

 Children's Centre providers can encourage and support their centres to offer fuel poverty advice 

and assistance, in order to improve the health and wellbeing of their clients. A key way to do 
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this is to build partnerships with corporations and seek other sources of funding, in order to 

build a resource base. 

 Partnerships between different third sector organisations can be valuable on the national scale, 

and can also facilitate local partnerships. For example, organisations like Citizens' Advice could 

form partnerships with nationwide children's charities, which could form the basis of local joint 

projects. 

 Children's charities can also help by providing training and information resources to centre staff 

to support fuel poverty work, and by publicising this work through their various 

communication channels.  

 Organisations that are focused on energy could consider working with Children's Centres, and 

especially doing this through long-term partnerships within which the centre plays an 

important role. 

 All third sector organisations could consider how they can help to create and strengthen 

referral networks for fuel poor families (including for the non-energy issues they face). 

Third sector organisations in general may choose to campaign, lobby or advocate on behalf of fuel poor 

families, and influence future policy. Within this, they can highlight the very serious impacts of fuel 

poverty on families and children, and the need for targeted assistance to address these. They can also 

demonstrate the role that could be played by Children's Centres, and encourage policy support for this.   

 

 

 

 

 

 



REACHING FUEL POOR FAMILIES: CHAPTER 1 October 2014 

 

  

Association for the Conservation of Energy and The Children’s Society | Research Report 13 

 

Chapter 1 – Introduction 

1 Main aims of the project 
In this context of increasing concern about the problem of fuel poor families, Eaga Charitable Trust has 

funded The Children’s Society and the Association for the Conservation of Energy to carry out the 

project ‘Reaching fuel poor families: Informing new approaches to promoting take-up of fuel poverty 

assistance among families with children’ (or RFPF). This research reviews a range of fuel poverty 

schemes aimed at families, focusing on those run through Children’s Centres. It also involves an in-

depth evaluation of one specific scheme based in Mortimer House Children’s Centre, a centre in 

Bradford run by The Children’s Society.  

The project aims to provide recommendations for this specific scheme, and to inform a potential roll-

out to other centres. It also aims to draw lessons of broader relevance to fuel poverty schemes aimed at 

families, to help in the design and delivery of effective programmes in future. 

2 Structure of the report 
This report provides a detailed description of the research project and its findings. This Chapter 

introduces the issues of families in fuel poverty, and explains why it is valuable to explore the role of 

Children’s Centres in reaching these families. Chapter 2 presents the methodologies used in the 

research. This includes two main strands of data collection – a review of schemes nationwide, and an in-

depth evaluation of one scheme (at Mortimer House). The Chapter also explains how this report 

incorporates a new, unpublished, piece of research which was conducted independently by The 

Children’s Society on the impacts of fuel poverty.  

We then review relevant literature on the nature and extent of fuel poverty, and barriers to take-up of 

assistance, in Chapter 3. This also considers some lessons learned about how to overcome these 

barriers. This review of literature ensured the project did not repeat past work, but built on it. It also 

informed the design of the empirical work and the interpretation of findings.  

The report then moves on to the presentation of findings. Chapter 4 presents the findings of The 

Children’s Society’s study of the impacts of fuel poverty. Chapter 5 and Chapter 6 then present the 

findings of the RFPF empirical research. Chapter 5 covers the nationwide scheme review, while Chapter 

6 covers the in-depth case study in Bradford. The key findings from both these strands are synthesised 

and presented in Chapter 7 – Synthesis, conclusions and recommendations. This final chapter highlights 

the implications of the research for a range of actors: local and national government, industry and the 

third sector. 

3 Families in fuel poverty: understanding the issues 
Families in fuel poverty are an important issue for policy and research. Fuel poverty can have severe 

and long-lasting effects, including on children’s respiratory problems, mental health, hospital admission 

rates, developmental status, school absence and emotional well-being, among other impacts  (Marmot 

Review Team 2011). ACE research (ACE Research & Energy Bill Revolution 2014) has estimated that 

http://www.energybillrevolution.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/01/ACE-and-EBR-fact-file-2014-02-Fuel-Poverty-update-2014.pdf
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there are currently 2.23 million children, in 1.08 million families, in fuel poverty (close to half the total 

number of households, as newly defined) in England.  

The recent DECC consultation on a fuel poverty strategy (DECC 2014a) emphasises the issue of fuel 

poor families, noting that families with children make up over 45% of those in fuel poverty (a large 

increase, partly due to the shift to a new definition of fuel poverty). The consultation says, “…we could 

consider ways in which future policy could better help those people with the largest fuel poverty gaps. For 

example, we could consider whether and how we could direct assistance more towards low income families 

with children…”. This suggests that fuel poor families have become a policy concern of growing 

importance. 

At the same time, major changes are currently being made to the assistance that energy companies 

provide to customers at risk of fuel poverty. From 2013, obligations under the Carbon Emissions 

Reduction Target (CERT) and the Community Energy Saving Programme (CESP) were replaced by the 

Energy Company Obligation (ECO), including schemes aimed at disadvantaged households and 

localities. Similarly, old social tariffs have been replaced by the Warm Home Discount (WHD) which 

allows energy companies, in part, to determine eligibility for assistance. Together with new financing 

options available through the Green Deal, these changes mean households face a complex range of 

support mechanisms to reduce energy costs.  

The key forms of assistance now available to families on the national scale are the Affordable Warmth 

and Carbon Saving Community elements of ECO and the Broader Group element of the WHD. However, 

some local and regional assistance schemes have also been run in certain locations, such as the health-

focused ‘Warm Homes Healthy People’ programmes. In addition, there are many local schemes aimed at 

providing information and advice, and helping families access the support available. 

However, last year, ACE estimated that only 2.9% of national energy assistance budgets would reach 

fuel poor families (Guertler and Royston 2013). One issue is that the eligibility criteria may not be 

designed to include families; for example, they may rely on benefits that are targeted at older people, 

particularly Pension Credit. A recent report by The Children’s Society showed that 1.9 million children 

living in poverty in the UK were in families that missed out on a Warm Home Discount in 2013/14 

(Royston 2014). For these reasons, take-up of fuel poverty assistance among families is a key concern 

for policy-makers, service providers and energy companies. 

Many barriers to take-up of fuel poverty assistance are well documented, including information, trust, 

hassle, up-front costs and pride (Dobbs and Dobson 2008). The complex range of assistance options 

currently available as well as the shift to energy company-dominated delivery in England may 

exacerbate some of these barriers. At the same time, a key concern for energy companies is how they 

can identify eligible households, and encourage take up of assistance. For ECO, most companies have so 

far reached only a small proportion of the target audience under the Carbon Saving Community 

Obligation (Ofgem 2014). Crucially, with search costs reportedly reaching £500 per eligible household 

for past obligations, this needs to be done in a cost-effective manner1 (Shuttleworth, Anstey, and Mair 

2012). Evidence suggests that community-based approaches, using trusted intermediaries (such as 

charities) can be a cost-effective way to engage customers, especially those at risk of fuel poverty (Imrie 

2012). Accordingly, energy companies are seeking new engagement methods and new project partners.  

                                                             
1
 Reported cost of a ‘lead’ on a potential household in the CERT Super Priority Group. 

http://www.ukace.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/02/ACE-and-EBR-fact-file-2012-02-Families-and-fuel-poverty.pdf
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4 Why investigate the role of Children’s Centres? 
A potentially valuable opportunity for engaging families with fuel poverty interventions is provided by 

Sure Start Children’s Centres. There are around 3,116 Children’s Centres in England according to latest 

figures (4Children 2013). Box 1 offers a brief overview of Children’s Centres and their activities. 

The 4Children Children’s Centre 

Census 2013 indicates that over a 

million families are using their local 

Children’s Centre, including two-

thirds of disadvantaged families 

(with at least one child under five). 

Also, 73% of Children’s Centres 

report an increase in the number of 

families who have used their 

services over the past 12 months. 

Children’s Centres have always 

aimed to reach the most deprived 

families, who may face multiple 

barriers to sustained engagement 

with services. Many of these families 

are likely to be eligible for, or in need 

of, fuel poverty related support. 

However, there is no data on 

whether fuel poor families use 

Children’s Centres. 

We investigated the location of 

Children’s Centres in relation to fuel 

poor families. (See Appendix II for 

methodological details). We used 

data from 2012 as this was the latest year all relevant spatial data was available. Results showed that 

there were around 1,010,000 fuel poor families in England. Of these, 782,900 lived within one mile of a 

Children’s Centre (and 575,000 were within a kilometre of one). This means that 77% of fuel poor 

families live within a mile of a Children’s Centre, or roughly within a 20 minute walk. 

There are two reasons for this very high potential reach. One is simply that there are very many 

Children’s Centres in England, especially in population centres. The other is, as described in Box 1, that 

there have been efforts to site centres in more deprived areas, where they can have a large impact on 

children’s education and well-being. The result is that there are many Children’s Centres located in 

areas where fuel poor families live. Bradford is especially relevant to this research because it is the 

location for an in-depth case study of Mortimer House Children’s Centre. Because of this focus, the map 

in Figure 1 below shows the overall incidence of fuel poverty across Bradford. Children’s Centres’ 

locations are shown by blue dots on the maps. In the lower super output area (LSOA) in which 

Mortimer House is located, the incidence of fuel poverty in 2012 is estimated to be 28.4% of households 

– that is 145 out of 511.  

 

Box 1: Extract from ‘Children’s Centres Census 2013’, by 4Children 

The Department for Education defines a Children’s Centre as “a place or a 

group of places: 

 Which is managed by or on behalf of, or under arrangements with, the 

local authority with a view to securing that early childhood services in 

the local authority are made available in an integrated way; 

 Through which early childhood services are made available (either by 

providing the services on site, or by providing advice and assistance on 

gaining access to services elsewhere); and 

 At which activities for young children are provided” 

Children’s Centres have a specified “core purpose”, which is “to improve 

outcomes for young children and their families and reduce inequalities 

between families in the greatest need and their peers in: 

 Child development and school readiness; 

 Parenting aspirations and parenting skills; and 

 Child and family health and life chances” 

Children’s Centres originated as Sure Start Local Programmes, an initiative 

announced as part of the 1998 Comprehensive Spending Review. Between 

1999 and 2004, 524 Sure Start Local Programmes were set up in selected 

areas in the 20% most deprived wards in England. A national roll-out of Sure 

Start Children’s Centres then followed between 2004 and 2010, which 

proceeded in three phases. Phase 1 extended full coverage to the 20% most 

deprived wards; under Phase 2 there was a further extension to ensure full 

coverage across the 30% most disadvantaged areas; finally, Phase 3 extended 

complete coverage to the remaining 70% of areas, with in excess of 3,500 

Children’s Centres ultimately being established. 
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Figure 1: Bradford, percentage of households in fuel poverty in 2012 by LSOA 

We estimate 64 of these to be fuel poor families; 12.5% of all households in the LSOA. Looking at Figure 

2, we predict that many LSOAs in Bradford have high concentrations of fuel poor families – and appear 

likely to be in relatively close proximity to Children’s Centres in the city.  
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Figure 2: Bradford, percentage of households that are fuel poor families in 2012 by LSOA 

Overall, we estimate there to be 12,800 fuel poor families in the Bradford metropolitan area. For these 

families, the average distance to the nearest Children’s Centre is just over one kilometre. Figure 3 maps 

the number (not the percentage) of households in Bradford that are likely to be fuel poor families. 
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Figure 3: Bradford, number of households that are fuel poor families 2012 

Looking specifically at energy efficiency support that might be available for these families, many 

Children’s Centres are located in areas that are targeted by the Carbon Saving Community Obligation 

(CSCO) within the ECO. This is an obligation that promotes the installation of energy efficiency 

measures in low-income areas. Specifically, from the launch of ECO, measures have had to be installed 

in homes in the bottom 15% of LSOAs, based on the income measure within the Index of Multiple 

Deprivation. Moreover, 20% of CSCO funding can be provided in areas adjacent to eligible LSOAs. Since 

April of this year, installations have been permissible in homes located in the bottom 25% of LSOAs. 

Our spatial analysis – based on the original 15% threshold2 – suggests that many of the areas that are 

eligible for this help have high concentrations of fuel poor families, and tend to have Children’s Centres 

in the vicinity. For Bradford, this picture is very clear, as can be seen in Figure 4. 

                                                             
2
 Data for the 25% threshold are not yet publicly available in a useable format. 
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Figure 4: Bradford, percentage of households that are fuel poor families in 2012 in CSCO eligible areas 

About half (nearly 6,400) of Bradford’s fuel poor families live in CSCO eligible areas. The average 

distance to their nearest Children’s Centre is less than 600 metres. Nationally, under the 15% threshold, 

218,000 fuel poor families (22% of the total) live in eligible neighbourhoods, at an average distance of 

700 metres to the next Children’s Centre. 

At present, most centres do not offer any specific fuel poverty assistance. However, the figures 

presented here suggest that it might be valuable to consider Children’s Centres in future policies aimed 

at fuel poor families. The research is also timely because the 4Children census 2013 found that 66% of 

Children’s Centres are operating on a decreased budget compared to the previous year, and 31% expect 

to provide fewer services in a year’s time (4Children 2013). This means that centres are having to 

carefully consider what services to offer, and services outside their core work areas may be at risk. But 

at the same time, new areas of work might offer new sources of funding (for example, partnerships with 

energy companies) – if evidence showed such work was worthwhile. 

  

All these facts suggest that we need a better understanding of the role that Children’s Centres could play 

in reaching fuel poor families. Such knowledge could help ensure that their potential in assisting fuel 

poor families is fulfilled, with benefits for the cost-effective delivery of government and corporate 

schemes, as well as for the well-being of families and children. 
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Chapter 2 – Research design and 
methodology 

1 Introduction 
This Chapter explains the design and structure of the project’s empirical research, including the two 

strands of data collection. It begins by outlining the objectives and structure of the project, before 

providing further methodological details on the nationwide scheme review and the Bradford fieldwork. 

1.1 Objectives and research design 
‘Reaching Fuel Poor Families’ aims to review a range of fuel poverty schemes targeting families, and 

conduct an in-depth evaluation of one specific scheme at Mortimer House Children’s Centre in Bradford. 

It aims to provide recommendations that will be implemented in this specific scheme, and inform a 

potential roll-out to other centres in future. It also draws lessons of broader relevance to fuel poverty 

schemes aimed at families.  

The project has the following objectives: 

1. Identify criteria which can be used to evaluate fuel poverty assistance schemes aimed at 

families. These include the different barriers which such schemes may need to address. 

2. Identify past assistance schemes aimed at fuel poor families and review them using these 

criteria. 

3. Evaluate the Mortimer House scheme against these criteria. 

4. Synthesise lessons from the review of past schemes and Mortimer House scheme evaluation. 

Disseminate these as appropriate, including providing tailored recommendations to the 

Mortimer House scheme. 

The structure of the project is shown in Figure 5: Project structure. This shows the four objectives 

above, and how these relate to the Mortimer House scheme (on the right). Also, on the left, it shows 

another external element that feeds into this project. This is a piece of research on the impacts of fuel 

poverty, conducted by The Children’s Society (TCS). Data from this work was supplied to the RFPF 

project, to be analysed and fed into the RFPF findings, and is published for the first time as part of this 

report. 



REACHING FUEL POOR FAMILIES: CHAPTER 2 October 2014 

 

  

Association for the Conservation of Energy and The Children’s Society | Research Report 21 

 

 

Figure 5: Project structure 

1.2 Steering Group 
The project was guided by a Steering Group made up of five relevant experts from the policy sector, 

industry and Mortimer House Children’s Centre. The group met twice, once prior to the start of 

fieldwork (in June 2014) and once during the report-writing phase (August 2014). The members 

provided input on how the research could be of maximum value to stakeholders, and gave feedback on 

project plans, methodologies and findings. 

2 Literature review 
In conducting the research, the first step was to review relevant literature. We drew on a wide range of 

academic and non-academic sources to assess and present evidence regarding the problem of families 

in fuel poverty; the barriers to assistance; and how these barriers may be overcome. This review 

informed the empirical phase of the research, by suggesting questions and issues to be explored in the 

scheme review and case study. It also helped inform the interpretation of findings and drawing of 

conclusions. 

3 Impacts of fuel poverty: The Children’s Society’s new 
research 

The literature review highlighted the potentially serious impacts of fuel poverty on families and 

children, and the need for more research in this area. Addressing this gap is not a key objective of the 

RFPF project. However, it was recognised that a deep understanding of how fuel poverty affects families 

would provide valuable context to RFPF’s analysis and help inform its findings. This was an issue raised 

at the first Steering Group meeting, and is also mentioned in DECC’s new consultation on a fuel poverty 

strategy (DECC 2014a). 
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One project partner, The Children’s Society, has recently conducted research on the impacts of fuel 

poverty on families and children in Bradford, Bedfordshire and Hertfordshire. This in-depth case study 

research was carried out in 2014 and has not previously been published. The Children’s Society agreed 

to provide this data to the RFPF project, to feed into the findings, and to be published for the first time 

as part of this report. 

Chapter 4 presents the findings of this research, with a particular focus on the data from Bradford, 

because this provides invaluable context to the Mortimer House case study findings in Chapter 6. The 

methodology used to gather this data was a series of in-depth interviews. Eleven people were recruited, 

with Children’s Centre staff acting as gatekeepers and putting the researcher in touch with families who 

had had experiences of fuel poverty. Semi-structured interviews were conducted by telephone, with 

questions focusing on the person’s experiences of fuel poverty and the impacts on their family and 

children. Throughout this research, The Children’s Society’s ethical policy was followed, and names 

used are pseudonyms. Each interview was written up as a one page summary or case study. Key themes 

from these were then synthesised, and are presented in Chapter 4, alongside some complete case 

studies for illustrative purposes. 

4 Nationwide scheme review 
As Figure 5 shows, there are two main strands of data collection within the RFPF project. The first of 

these is the nationwide scheme review. For this part of the methodology, an online search was initially 

used. Keywords (such as family; fuel poverty; energy bill; children) were used to identify schemes that 

had used Children’s Centres to reach fuel poor families. The search was not geographically limited, but 

all the schemes identified were in England. This limits the generalisability of findings, and means that 

further research specifically focused on other nations and regions is needed. 

 

Figure 6: Approximate location of schemes reviewed 

Twenty schemes (or groups of schemes) were identified, and for each one basic information was 

gathered from online sources and collated into an evaluation matrix. Then, in order to gather more 
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detailed and evaluative information, key contacts were approached for each scheme. They were 

provided with a pro forma containing all the available information, and asked to check and add to this. 

Ten schemes provided detailed information in this way. 

As a result, the data gathered for this research strand covers ten schemes at a basic level and ten 

schemes at a detailed level. Scheme names and locations are provided in Table 1 and full scheme details 

are provided in Appendix III. 

In addition, we made telephone calls to all Children’s Society Children’s Centres. Out of 42 centres, 

seven people were spoken to, and able to say whether they had done any fuel poverty work. Of these, 

five centres had done work on fuel poverty. Details are provided in Appendix III. (These centres are not 

named because the information is drawn from informal conversations, often with centres’ reception 

staff, and so we do not have consent to name each centre).  

Table 1: Scheme names and locations 

Scheme name Location 

Detailed information from contact 

Community Energy Plus’s Warm Me Up! campaign West Cornwall 

Act On Energy Surgeries Warwickshire, Worcestershire, Coventry and Solihull 

Footprint: Energetic and Monergy Isle of Wight 

Ebico Energy Solutions Brent 

CHS Making the most of your money course Cambridgeshire 

North Somerset Warm Families and other CSE work North Somerset 

Blackpool CounterAttack Blackpool 

Teignbridge CAB advice project Teignbridge 

Brighton and Hove Warm Homes Healthy People (WHHP) Brighton and Hove 

Cumbria WHHP Cumbria 

Basic information found online 

NEA HEAT programme Coventry 

RHL advice sessions Hampshire 

Talking Money Energy Advice Bristol 

St Michaels Children’s Centre Surgery advice Warwickshire 

Hillfields Children’s Centre Advice appointments Coventry 

Ormiston Children & Families Trust advice Norfolk 

Hotspots Referral Scheme Leeds 

Suffolk WHHP Suffolk 

EcoACTIVE Energise Hackney 

Otley Advice on energy bills Otley 

Short telephone call 

Five Children’s Society Children’s Centres Various (England) 

 
Together, this information was reviewed and analysed for key themes, strengths, weaknesses and 

lessons. 
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5 Mortimer House case study 

5.1 Mortimer House Children’s Centre 
Mortimer House is a Children’s Centre run by The Children’s Society, located in the Thornbury and 

Bradford Moor area two miles north-east of Bradford city centre. The centre was launched as a 

SureStart Children’s Centre in September 2007 (Phase Two of the SureStart programme). 

 

Figure 7: Location of Mortimer House Children's Centre 

Based on the 2013 Ofsted report (Ofsted 2013), 1,292 children under five live in the Centre’s reach area. 

The same report states that almost all live in deprived areas: 46% live in the five per cent most 

deprived areas in the country and an additional 31% live in the ten per cent most deprived areas in the 

country. Families face issues of poor housing, income and employment deprivation, barriers to housing 

and local services, and crime and substance misuse.  

Ofsted state that approximately 89% of families are from minority ethnic groups, mainly from Pakistani, 

Asian and Bangladeshi communities, with an increasing number of Eastern European families. For 

many of these families, English is an additional language. Centre advisors confirm this, estimating that 

among the advice clients, approximately 60% may speak virtually no English. 

Approximately 45% of children in the reach area are living in households dependent on workless 

benefits and there are 615 lone parents (Ofsted 2013). These facts suggest that this is a high-risk area 

for fuel poverty. 



REACHING FUEL POOR FAMILIES: CHAPTER 2 October 2014 

 

  

Association for the Conservation of Energy and The Children’s Society | Research Report 25 

 

 

Figure 8: Mortimer House Children’s Centre 

5.2 Fieldwork at Mortimer House 
Fieldwork was conducted at Mortimer House Children’s Centre, Bradford, during June and July 2014. 

This involved getting perspectives on the scheme from its users and non-users and also staff at the 

centre. All participants were informed about the project and able to ask questions, and completed a 

consent form (see Appendix IV). 

5.2.1 Focus Group 
One focus group was conducted with clients of the energy advice scheme. This involved 17 participants 

and two translators, and was audio-recorded and transcribed. Due to the fact that most users of the 

scheme speak relatively little English, and the difficulty of running focus groups with multiple 

translators, it was decided not to run an additional focus group, but to use one-to-one sessions instead. 

5.2.2 Interviews with non-users of energy advice 
Eleven Centre clients were interviewed who had not used the energy advice. To do this, the researchers 

spent time at the Centre before and after existing sessions, and approached Centre clients, with the help 

of Centre staff who made introductions. Interviews were conducted in quiet, private spaces in the 

Centre, depending on what was available – such as a kitchen and a prayer room. These interviews were 

short and informal. Some had a translator present. Interviews were not recorded, but notes were taken 

and transcribed. 

5.2.3 Sit-ins on advice sessions 
A researcher was able to sit in on eight advice sessions (for nine clients), and ask some questions during 

these sessions, with the advisor acting as interpreter. These clients were mainly users of energy advice. 

These sessions were not recorded for privacy reasons, but notes were taken and transcribed. 
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5.2.4 Staff interviews 
Perspectives were gathered from two advisors, one translator/advisor, the Centre manager, projects 

manager and an outreach worker. These took a range of forms, from formal recorded interviews to 

tours and informal conversations with note-taking. 

5.3 Overview of participants 
Participants were a total of 24 energy advice users, 13 non-users and six staff. Table 2 is provided only 

to give an overview of the participants (sampling was not representative of any population).  

Table 2: Participants’ sex and ethnic background 

 
Sex Ethnic background 

Male Female Asian Eastern European White British 

Staff 1 5 4 1 1 

Energy advice users 9 15 15 8 1 

Non-users 3 10 5 7 1 

 
Notable characteristics are that the participants are mainly female (in all three groups) and that most of 

the Centre clients who participated are of Asian or Eastern European background. Because this is not a 

representative sample, it is not possible to state whether findings apply equally to all groups using the 

Centre. However, the research does consider the role of factors such as ethnic background in the way 

families relate to fuel poverty assistance, and explores participants’ views on this. Wider scale research 

would be needed to assess the extent to which findings are generalisable to other centres with different 

socio-demographic characteristics. 

6 Analysing and synthesising data 
The findings from these three strands of the methodology are presented as three separate chapters, 

representing three different perspectives on the topic of reaching fuel poor families. For each strand, 

the relevant data was first collated, and then read thoroughly, and annotated with emerging themes and 

questions. Relevant data was then systematically organised under theme headings, and condensed in 

order to present the key findings relating to that theme. Quotes are used as illustrations where 

appropriate. 

7 Summary 
This Chapter has outlined the methods used to gather and analyse data, and the sources drawn upon. 

For the case studies on impacts of fuel poverty, 11 cases were used, showing a wide range of serious 

impacts on the wellbeing of families and children. For the scheme review, data covers a total of 25 

different schemes across England (at varying levels of detail). Due to extensive searching, we believe 

this is a high proportion of all schemes of this kind that have been run in recent years. For the Bradford 

case study, data is provided by 24 energy advice users, 13 non-users and six staff, giving a well-rounded 

view of the scheme.  

As with any case study based research, this approach does have limitations in terms of generalisability. 

Lessons must be drawn with attention to the context they emerged from, and how this might affect 

their transferability, and cannot be treated as universal rules. However, the combination of different 

modes of data collection (notably the scheme review and in-depth case study) acts as a form of 
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triangulation, which can assist in developing sound conclusions and assessing their wider applicability. 

The following chapters present the literature review, and then the findings of the analysis: first for the 

impacts research, then the scheme review, and then for the Bradford case study. 
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Chapter 3 – Reaching Fuel Poor Families: a 
review of literature 
The project, ‘Reaching Fuel poor Families’ (RFPF) aims to evaluate approaches that promote the take-

up of fuel poverty assistance among families. To do this, it is first important to understand the nature of 

the problem, and the barriers that currently prevent families accessing assistance, and which policies 

and programmes need to overcome. 

This review of literature is divided into three parts: Part 1 addresses the nature, extent and impacts of 

fuel poverty among families with children in the UK, and the assistance that is available. Part 2 then 

considers the barriers that may be preventing these families from taking up the assistance that is 

available. Part 3 reviews the recommendations and solutions suggested by past studies. This review 

informed future stages of the RFPF project, including the development of an evaluation matrix which 

was used to review past schemes and to evaluate The Children’s Society’s Bradford scheme. All 

references are provided in Appendix I. 

1 Families and fuel poverty 

1.1 The nature and extent of fuel poverty among families with children 
Fuel poverty, as currently defined in England, refers to a situation in which a household faces high 

energy costs and also has a low income. Based on this definition, there are currently an estimated 2.23 

million children, in 1.08 million families, (close to half the total number of households) in fuel poverty 

in England (ACE Research & Energy Bill Revolution 2014). Compared to the old definition of fuel 

poverty (based on a ratio of fuel costs to income), the new definition means many more families are 

classed as fuel poor. This means that attention is increasingly turning to the needs of this group. 

While fuel poverty is a useful label, it is also helpful to look more widely at issues of vulnerability within 

energy markets. This vulnerability is created by diverse risk factors, as set out in the ‘Too many hurdles’ 

report (George, Graham, and Lennard 2011), which examined barriers faced by vulnerable consumers 

in accessing information, advice and support in energy services:  

“Factors in an individual’s or household’s circumstances can increase the risk of them experiencing 

difficulties in dealing with markets providing essential services such as energy, particularly if people’s 

needs are not fully recognised or addressed adequately in public and corporate policies and practices. 

These are described as risk factors, namely that experiencing one or more of these types of 

circumstance can increase the risk of consumer vulnerability.” 

The authors suggest that the risk of vulnerability may fluctuate according to changes in people’s 

circumstances at different periods of their lives. This is supported by academic research, such as the 

InCluESEV programme3 which suggests that households may be affected by multiple risk factors, and 

may move in and out of energy vulnerability over time. Factors may interact; for example, carers are 

likely to be on low incomes and at greater risk of poor physical or mental health, while people with 

                                                             
3
 See http://www.dur.ac.uk/dei/research/projects/incluesev/  

http://www.dur.ac.uk/dei/research/projects/incluesev/
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literacy or numeracy problems, or mental health issues, are likely to be on a low income (George, 

Graham, and Lennard 2011). 

While some forms of energy vulnerability (e.g. old age) have been extensively studied, a factor that has 

been comparatively little analysed is having children, especially young children. This stage in people’s 

lives is associated with particular energy needs. Children may need a warmer home that adults can cope 

with, for their health – especially babies and toddlers who are less able to manage their own 

temperature through clothing and behaviour, and to communicate their needs. (They may equally 

require more cooling during hot weather, which also has energy demands.) Having children will also 

increase the need for energy for other purposes, such as laundry, cooking and bathing. At the same time, 

having children is often associated with income changes or childcare costs. These factors may interact 

to create an increased risk of fuel poverty and energy vulnerability.  

Families in fuel poverty are not a homogenous group. As Snell et al. (Snell, Bevan, and Thomson 2014) 

note regarding disabled people and fuel poverty, “needs are diverse, fluctuating, nuanced, and in some 

instances masked by official statistics”. Those especially vulnerable may include families where a parent 

or child is disabled (Snell, Bevan, and Thomson 2014), and George at al. (George, Graham, and Lennard 

2011) note that lone parents may be especially vulnerable energy consumers, mainly due to their lower 

incomes. A Gingerbread survey found that fuel bills caused the biggest problems for single parents in 

terms of debt, with 25% being behind with at least one bill (Peacey 2010).  

On a more fundamental level, Walker and Day (Walker and Day 2012) suggest that fuel poverty should 

be seen not just as a distributional issue (i.e. certain people do not have adequate access to goods and 

services) but also as an issue of procedural justice. This means that the voices of the fuel poor are not 

heard in decision-making; “Fuel poverty impacts procedural justice because fuel-poor households have 

little time to participate in energy policy-making decisions or to learn about energy efficiency”(Sovacool 

2013). Also, the needs of particular vulnerable groups are not recognised – this can be called 

‘recognition injustice’. Walker and Day give the example of older people as experiencing these forms of 

injustice through fuel poverty. However, this is equally true of families with children; or perhaps more 

so, since older people in fuel poverty have been the focus of attention in recent years, and now benefit 

from policies such as the ‘Winter Fuel Allowance’ and automatic eligibility for the Warm Home 

Discount. It could be argued that families with children are vulnerable to fuel poverty in a distributional 

sense, but are also largely unrecognised by policy. 

1.2 Impacts of fuel poverty on families and children 
The impacts of fuel poverty have been extensively studied in the past, and there has been some work on 

impacts on children. For example, The Dynamics of Bad Housing project (Barnes, Butt, and 

Tomaszewski 2008), found that between 2001 and 2005, 13% of children spent at least a year living in 

inadequately heated accommodation, a state that produced “multiple negative outcomes”. Research by 

the Children’s Society in 2014 (Royston 2014) found that: 

 An estimated 3.6 million children thought their home was too cold last winter, and around 1.3 

million said it had damp or mould.  

 Two thirds of families said they are likely to turn their heating down this winter because of the 

cost. Of these families more than half (55%) say that they are worried about their children 

becoming ill as a result of their home being too cold.  
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 More than four in ten families – over three million – said that they are likely to cut back their 

spending on food because of heating bills. About half a million families said that they are likely 

to take out a loan in order to cover the costs of heating their home. 

Another study, by Barnardo’s (Barnado’s 2012), surveyed 80 services across England that deliver direct 

support to vulnerable children, young people and families who have experienced fuel poverty. It found 

that: 

 Over 90 per cent of respondents worked with families that have issues of debt owed to their gas 

or electricity supplier. Only four per cent of respondents reported that the majority of families 

they work with receive discounted energy prices, while 36 per cent reported that none of their 

service users do. 

 Over 90 per cent of respondents reported that families are cutting back financially to pay for 

energy bills: 74 per cent said they were cutting back on food; 84 per cent said they were cutting 

back on heating and 60 per cent said they were cutting back on buying clothes. 

 94 per cent of respondents reported that high energy bills were impacting on their service 

users’ mental health and on their capacity to have money left over for essentials. 

 Almost 60 per cent of respondents reported that families rarely know how to make their homes 

more energy efficient and over 50 per cent thought that this is not a priority for social landlords. 

Almost 70 per cent of respondents reported that families do not know what support is available. 

The Marmot Review team (Marmot Review Team 2011) found impacts of cold homes on children’s 

respiratory problems, mental health, hospital admission rates and emotional well-being, among other 

things. Supporting evidence comes from Liddell’s (Liddell 2008) review, while analysis by ACE 

(Guertler and Royston 2013) recently found a significant difference in breathing problems in children 

between fuel poor and non-fuel poor households. The Children’s Society (Royston 2014) found that in 

2011/12 there were 110 excess winter deaths among children. This means that 7.9% more children 

died in the winter months than in other times during that period.  

As well as these health impacts, the Marmot Review Team (Marmot Review Team 2011)reviewed a 

range of evidence and concluded that fuel poverty may have impacts on children’s developmental status 

and school attendance. Barnes et al. (Barnes, Butt, and Tomaszewski 2008) found that children living in 

inadequately heated accommodation often had no quiet place to complete their homework as only the 

main room in the house was heated to an adequate level. Other research has highlighted further 

potential negative impacts on education, for example if a child or teenager is ill as a result of living in a 

cold home, they may need time away from school (Liddell 2008; Howden-Chapman et al. 2008). A study 

found that installing efficiency improvements meant that school-age children’s absences from school 

due to asthma were reduced by nearly 80% (Somerville et al. 2000). 

1.3 Assistance available for fuel poor families 
A range of schemes have been run in the past, including other energy company obligations (such as 

CERT and CESP) and state-funded grant schemes such as Warm Front. There are also a range of local or 

regional schemes, which are considered in Chapter 5. On the national scale, key assistance schemes 

currently available to families at risk of fuel poverty include: 

1.3.1 Energy Company Obligation (ECO) 
The large energy suppliers are obligated to provide energy efficiency improvements to households. 

Under the Affordable Warmth obligation, aimed at reducing fuel poverty, they must provide heating and 
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insulation measures to vulnerable consumers (defined using receipt of certain benefits). Under the 

Carbon Saving Community Obligation they must provide measures to homes in areas of low income 

according to the Index of Multiple Deprivation. The scheme was launched in January 2013. However, so 

far, there has been no analysis of take-up amongst different population groups, or impacts on families 

with children. It is notable that the Affordable Warmth obligation offers help to anyone who receives 

State Pension Credit, so is easily accessible by older people. Meanwhile, to be eligible, a family must 

receive Child Tax Credit (with an income of £15,860 or less), or use a combination of other eligibility 

criteria and benefits. This seems to suggest a mismatch with Government fuel poverty policy, since 

DECC’s consultation on a fuel poverty strategy (DECC 2014a) stresses the need to help the 45% of fuel 

poor households that are families with children. 

1.3.2 Warm Home Discount 
This is a payment made each year to eligible customers (replacing previous social tariffs offered by 

energy companies). The Warm Home Discount provides a payment of £135 towards energy bills for low 

income, vulnerable households. Large energy companies are required to provide and, until recently, 

fund this payment4. Customers are eligible for the Warm Home Discount if they are: 

 In the Core Group of low income pensioners 

 In the Broader Group of eligible claimants from vulnerable households. Eligibility for this 

Broader Group is (within limits) at the discretion of their energy supplier. 

Recent research by The Children’s Society (Royston 2014) found that in all cases, the Broader Group 

includes some families with children. However, different suppliers include different groups of families 

with children. For example, npower targets their discount at out-of-work families with children (i.e. 

those that receive a benefit such as income-based Job Seekers Allowance or Income Support). For 

British Gas customers, help is targeted at low income families with children aged under five, or those 

who spend more than 10% of their income on fuel. The Core Group for the Warm Home Discount has 

the money credited automatically to their bill. The Broader Group need to apply to their supplier. In 

these cases, even if they are eligible, the energy company is not obliged to provide the discount in every 

case, since the amount of support available is limited. 1.9 million children living in poverty in the UK 

were in families that missed out on a WHD in 2013/14. Again, this seems a major oversight given the 

emerging emphasis on fuel poor families within DECC strategy. 

Despite the existence of these schemes, last year it was estimated that only 2.9% of national energy 

assistance budgets would reach fuel poor families (Guertler and Royston 2013). 

2 Barriers to take-up of fuel poverty assistance 
There is not a large amount of work on barriers specifically to fuel poverty assistance. However, as well 

as a few studies on this (e.g. (Dobbs and Dobson 2008)), there is relevant work on general barriers to 

energy efficiency, and general barriers to take-up of social benefits. Past work has found that barriers 

vary between specific measures (ACE 2011) and between social groups. However, it is possible to 

identify several broad categories of barriers that may affect fuel poor families. 

                                                             
4
 As of this year, the Warm Home Discount is publicly funded, but still provided by the energy companies. 
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2.1 Financial barriers 
Financial barriers are widely seen as a problem in the take-up of energy efficiency measures across the 

population in general; e.g. a SPRU report (Sorrell et al. 2000) notes that transaction costs and access to 

capital are key barriers to energy efficiency. For low-income households, these would be especially 

significant, if any cost were involved in the assistance (and are the reason why fuel poor households are 

unlikely to benefit from Green Deal loans). While schemes may offer assistance that is notionally free, 

there may be hidden costs, such as costs of phoning energy companies, or indirect costs associated with 

having a measure installed. DECC’s recent ECO consultation (DECC 2014b) raises the worrying 

possibility that low-income householders may even be being asked to make a financial contribution to 

their energy efficiency improvements. As noted above, the income and expenditure pressures 

associated with children may make families especially vulnerable to cost barriers. George et al. (George, 

Graham, and Lennard 2011) also note other money-related problems for vulnerable energy consumers, 

such as a lack of confidence in understanding financial information, and the fact that some do not have 

bank accounts. 

2.2 Information and awareness 
An international study by ACE found that key barriers to energy efficiency schemes include barriers 

around information and awareness, and these are a commonly cited barrier. Many families simply do 

not know what assistance is available, or what benefits it might offer. Dodds and Dobson (Dobbs and 

Dobson 2008) suggest that too much confusing information leads to poor awareness of appropriate 

schemes. NEF (Lewis and Smith 2014) suggest, in their study on whole-home retrofits, that: 

“Lack of information, consumer awareness, interest, and understanding were all identified as barriers, 

as well as awareness of the measures, solutions and technologies available. Solid wall insulation in 

particular suffers from low public awareness and customers are unaware of micro-generation 

technologies and how to use advanced controls. Consumers are also unaware of the benefits and 

opportunities available to them.”  

George et al. provide a detailed review of the problems vulnerable consumers face in accessing energy 

information, including complex bills; unclear letters; unhelpful telephone systems and call centres 

(especially for disabled people); and lack of internet access. A more general study of advice-seeking 

about legal matters found a broad range of disadvantaged groups were far more likely than others to 

not obtain advice, lack knowledge, and suffer adverse consequences (Balmer et al. 2010). Lone parents, 

people in high density accommodation, those renting publicly, those without academic qualifications 

and those on a low income were most likely to be at a disadvantage in advice-seeking. 

2.3 Eligibility and targeting 
Another key issue is eligibility. Eligibility for fuel poverty assistance has been studied in relation to the 

old Warm Front scheme, as shown by Figure 9. 
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Figure 9: Barriers to take-up of the Warm Front scheme (Sovacool 2013)  

This suggests that a range of eligibility and targeting issues are significant – and many of these will be 

equally applicable to ECO and the WHD. Regarding take-up of social benefits in general, Currie (Currie 

2004) states that “Historically, economists have paid much attention to rules about eligibility, and 

virtually no attention to how these rules are enforced or made known to participants. This review suggests 

that the marginal return to new data about these features of programs is likely to be high in terms of 

understanding take up.” This is borne out by Dodds and Dobson’s study (Dobbs and Dobson 2008), 

where community appraisal participants frequently stated that they thought they weren’t eligible, 

stating common myths such as “don’t claim benefit so not entitled”, “on pension so can’t get anything”, 

and “usually over 60’s get it”. Frontline staff in this study also noted that the complexity of grant 

eligibility is a barrier to fuel poverty assistance. Where schemes are simply raising awareness or 

generating referrals for existing programmes, then it is mainly the communication of eligibility that is 

the issue, rather than design of eligibility criteria. However, even these schemes will face the issue of 

whom to target with these communications. 

2.4 Buildings and technologies 
Figure 9 also highlights issues around the type of home, and the type of measure, and the need for the 

right measures in the right homes. George et al. (George, Graham, and Lennard 2011) mention barriers 

around assistance for pre-payment meters and off-gas customers, while research by Wade et al. (Wade, 

Jones, and Robinson 2012) and by ACE (ACE 2011) highlights problems associated with hard-to-treat 

and solid-walled properties. NEF (Lewis and Smith 2014) state that whole-house retrofits can involve: 

“…mess, noise, dust, a need for decoration, loft clearance, with potential upheaval and need for 

decanting. Particular measures such as solid wall insulation, under floor insulation, renewables, etc 

have significant disruption and more so when installing multiple measures and with whole house 
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retrofits. The time taken can be significant and there are additional constraints on building due to the 

occupants (e.g. noise and air pollution restrictions).” 

Pelenur and Cruikshank (Pelenur and Cruickshank 2012) similarly identify a ‘property barrier’: the 

limitations that the property structure itself imposes on residents, for example in the space available in 

the home, the age, the lack of cavity walls, poorly installed windows, or unsuitable roofs. Their 

‘conservation and heritage barrier’ captures the homes which are unable to install energy efficiency 

measures because they are either listed buildings or in a conservation area, or for aesthetic reasons. 

NEF (Lewis and Smith 2014) also find that “Changes to the appearance of a property, especially with 

external wall insulation and where there is a need to keep the street scene intact, such as with Victorian 

terraces, all cause issues”. Building issues can intersect with eligibility issues; for example, in 2008 

Dodds and Dobson (Dobbs and Dobson 2008) noted that a problem was that not all property and 

tenure types had schemes that were applicable. 

2.5 Tenancy issues 
The split incentive problem is often noted in energy efficiency studies: the person that bears any cost of 

assistance may not be the one that benefits from it, especially in the case of a landlord and tenant. In 

Pelenur and Cruikshank’s study (Pelenur and Cruickshank 2012), nearly 13% of all responses 

mentioned that the split incentive between landlords and tenants was a barrier, or that they are unable 

to enact energy efficiency measures because they are tenants of a housing association/council house. 

This may be especially problematic for vulnerable households, who may be in an insecure housing 

position. Sovacool (Sovacool 2013) notes a barrier of “fear of bothering their landlord”. Families with 

children might particularly seek stability and avoid any risk to their tenancy. Tenure issues are 

especially important given the targeting of Affordable Warmth on the private rental sector, where there 

is a risk of landlords benefitting, rather than tenants. 

Regarding whole-house retrofits, NEF (Lewis and Smith 2014) argue that ownership of the property 

can be a barrier, with some consumers in the private rented sector having a short-term view, and 

conflicts between investors and users. They state that average homeownership is only ten years in the 

UK and a full package of retrofit measures is likely to take much longer than that to pay back. The 

decision making process can also be complex when multiple people have to consent. 

2.6 Hassle, intrusion and routines 
Sovacool (Sovacool 2013) notes that a potential barrier is the idea of strangers coming into the home, 

both for audits and installations. Another is the inconvenience of having repairs: a survey conducted by 

DECC identified too much hassle or disruption and a lack of time as two of the main barriers to people 

making energy efficient home improvements, and clearing out lofts is a key barrier to loft insulation 

(DECC 2013). As SPRU (Sorrell et al. 2000) note, inertia, habits and rules of thumb can also be seen as 

forms of barrier and NEF (Lewis and Smith 2014) list “apathy, complacency, laissez-faire attitudes”. 

However, it is important to avoid simplistic assumptions about ‘behavioural barriers’ that imply that 

people are acting irrationally and just need to act differently. The reasons for patterns of behaviour are 

often complex, involving the co-ordination of multiple routines. George et al. (George, Graham, and 

Lennard 2011) note that particular circumstances, such as living with an impairment or a long-term 

medical condition can mean people are 

“forced into certain spatial patterns by restrictions on mobility, or tied to the comings and goings of 

helpers and carers. Routine is often critical and departures from routine (trips away from home, visits 

from people, unexpected events) can cause upset and require considerable organisation and planning.”  
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Similar points could be made about the co-ordination of multiple routines as part of family life. The 

hassle associated with audits and installations may be especially problematic when both time and space 

are at a premium due to the demands of a family. Wade et al. (Wade, Jones, and Robinson 2012) note 

that, for the Green Deal, one group unlikely to take up assistance is: “Households with all adults working 

/ busy full time (with little free time to engage with what may be an extended process)”. Rather than 

seeing existing behaviour as a barrier, interventions should recognise and respond to the complex 

demands of people’s everyday lives. 

2.7 Credibility and trust 
An international study by ACE et al. (Guertler, Royston, and Wade 2013) found that key barriers to 

energy efficiency schemes include credibility and trust both in technologies and in organisations. Many 

of the participants in Dodds and Dobson’s (Dobbs and Dobson 2008) study of barriers to fuel poverty 

assistance also expressed concerns centring on lack of trust. Dodds and Dobson mention “Responses 

from the community mentioning concerns about callers being “bogus”” and state that this lack of trust “is 

further seen in comments about letters addressed to the occupier and leaflets. The reticence of 

householders to engage, as cited by frontline staff, is in part indicative of the issue of trust”. This reflects 

the findings of previous studies; for example, in a study by Craig and McCann (Craig and McCann 1978), 

households received a pamphlet describing how to save energy. Households that received pamphlets 

from the state regulatory agency used eight per cent less electricity than those that had received 

identical pamphlets from the utility company. Perceptions of credibility depend on a variety of factors 

including: the nature of the source (e.g. private, governmental, charity or pressure group); past 

experience with the source; the nature of interactions with the source; and recommendations/ 

impressions from others (Sorrell et al. 2000).  

NEF (Lewis and Smith 2014) note that: 

“Lack of trust is a barrier; trust in assessors, energy companies, Government, builders, installers, 

suppliers, etc and consumers are unable to find trusted sources of advice. The renovation sector is 

negatively associated with poor quality and there is a cowboy view of many trades. Bad press from 

failed projects and bad publicity has not helped. There is a fear of mis-selling, problems with the 

installations, vandalism/damage to the installations, damage to the structure, spoiling of the 

appearance and character of the property.” 

As well as trust in companies, organisations and individuals, an additional barrier is trust in the 

technologies themselves, including concern around health problems associated with increased 

airtightness, mould and damp issues, uncertainty and scepticism in less familiar technologies (Lewis 

and Smith 2014). 

2.8 Stigma and pride 
Sovacool (Sovacool 2013) notes that under Warm Front, 42-57% of vulnerable fuel-poor households 

did not accept assistance. “The largest reason behind this refusal to participate is simple: people either did 

not consider themselves fuel-poor or, if they were, did not want to admit it. Fuel poverty takes a severe toll 

on households, and as such it may have become stigmatized to the point where households feel that 

classifying themselves as “fuel-poor” or even just “poor” is insulting.” He notes that past surveys have 

shown only 5% of homeowners will report they cannot afford adequate heating, when in fact 12% 

cannot. Dodds and Dobson (Dobbs and Dobson 2008) note that frontline staff often state that people 

are too proud to accept free help, though householders did not openly agree with this.  
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2.9 Organisational policy and practice 
This is a category that cuts across many of the categories of barrier listed above. However, it is worth 

noting the fact that organisational policy and practice (especially among energy companies, but also 

with wider applicability) can create or exacerbate many barriers to take-up of assistance. The ‘Too 

Many Hurdles’ study (George, Graham, and Lennard 2011) explored barriers in accessing information, 

advice and support, caused by organisational policies and practices. These include: 

 Automated telephone systems that are difficult to navigate with long menus 

 Call centre staff using rigid scripts 

 Costly telephone contact 

 Bills and contracts that are hard to understand 

 Systems that exclude people without internet access 

 Lack of clear information about assistance schemes 

 Inconsistencies in frontline staff knowledge or advice about support schemes and cheaper 

tariffs. 

The authors argue that in the energy sector there is insufficient attention paid to the needs of people on 

low incomes and other vulnerable situations, compared with efforts to attract better-off customers 

(echoing the idea of recognition injustice, as above). The study shows that the effects are likely to be 

particularly damaging for people who are already experiencing other difficulties. These barriers also 

contribute to consumer distrust of energy companies, and are also related to barriers around 

information, and around costs (as above). 

3 Overcoming the barriers 
To date, there has been relatively little work specifically on ways of overcoming barriers to fuel poverty 

assistance. However, some lessons can be drawn from the various studies reviewed here, and grouped 

into six broad categories. Some of these categories map directly onto a category of barriers, but others 

are cross-cutting recommendations, addressing multiple barriers. 

3.1 Effective information and advice 
SPRU (Sorrell et al. 2000) make several recommendations regarding information for promoting energy 

efficiency: 

 Information should be specific and personalised. For example, individual energy audits will be 

more effective than general information on cost saving opportunities. 

 Information should be vivid. For example, a US study showed that people who viewed a video 

about implementing domestic energy saving measures were significantly more likely to cut 

energy use than those who received the information in writing (Winett et al. 1982). Similarly, 

demonstration of tangible success with a technology is likely to have persuasive power. 

 Information should be clear and simple, and available close in time to the relevant decision. 

 Feedback should be given on the beneficial consequences of previous energy decisions if 

subsequent efficiency measures are to be encouraged. 

On whole house-retrofits, NEF (Lewis and Smith 2014) call for a coordinated marketing approach and 

independent and consistent advice, while Parnell and Larson (Parnell and Larsen 2005) argue that 

messages on energy efficiency should be vivid, specific, credible, familiar and timely, and should draw 
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on ideas around personal gain, frugality and quality of life, as well as environmental motivations. Dodds 

and Dobson (Dobbs and Dobson 2008) (on energy advice for vulnerable consumers) suggest developing 

a strategic advertising scheme specific to the needs of the area, using language that is relevant to 

potential clients.  

A toolkit for local authorities dealing with fuel poverty (Beacon councils and NEA 2003) highlights the 

need to integrate improvement packages with energy advice, education and training. It is recommended 

that residents have access to informed individuals who can continue to give advice after installation. 

Advice should be provided before installation, so that householders understand the purpose and 

benefits of carrying out the works, the options and what will be involved; during installation, so that 

any problems or fears can be dealt with; and after installation, to make sure they understand fully how 

to operate any new systems. NEF (Lewis and Smith 2014) also suggest allowing people to ‘touch and 

feel’ energy efficient homes (e.g. open homes), demonstrating the benefits of installing measures. 

3.2 Face-to-face interaction and support 
Building on these ideas, it has also been suggested that information is not enough; Parnell and Larson 

(Parnell and Larsen 2005) also call for a supportive environment. This means giving people 

opportunities to explore further at their own pace (such as signposting them to advice sources) and 

take part in a dialogue about the best solution for their home. It also means providing procedural 

information about how to take the next steps. It could also mean using existing social networks as 

support structures; including semi-formal groups such as Eco-Teams5.  

Similarly, George et al. (George, Graham, and Lennard 2011) stress the need for vulnerable energy 

consumers to have access to a range of channels, including face-to-face advice. The importance of 

charities, voluntary and self-help organisations has been noted in past studies, as sources of help and 

support for people with health problems or disabilities (Sykes 2005). Important factors include the 

‘whole picture’ perspective they tend to offer, as a one-stop shop for information and advice about a 

range of benefits, services and service providers. More broadly, a study on the impact of debt advice on 

low income households (Orton 2010) showed the importance of the ‘someone to talk to’ element of 

advice and continuity of provision. ACE et al. (ACE, Blooming Green, and Wade 2011) note that, “Getting 

people to talk about energy behaviours and installations breaks behavioural barriers and activates 

behavioural motivators”. 

3.3 Avoiding stigmatisation 
A study on debt advice for low income households (Orton 2010) showed the importance of advisers 

being understanding, non-judgemental and sympathetic and not overwhelming people with 

information. This point about the nature and tone of interaction is important. Sovacool (Sovacool 2013) 

argues that “Future measures for tackling fuel poverty must be group-specific, and find ways of convincing 

families that are frustrated, angry and scared that they can save energy without sacrificing their social 

identity, pride or privacy”. Similarly, Dodds and Dobson (Dobbs and Dobson 2008) say schemes should 

be aware that the assumptions of the frontline staff will impact on their effectiveness; assist staff in 

examining their assumptions and avoid narrow stereotyping of potential clients. Using positive 

statements from the community during promotion could also increase the view that it is acceptable to 

use this sort of help. 

                                                             
5
 These are a scheme run by the charity Global Action Plan in which small groups of people attend a series of meetings to discuss and 

implement ways they can reduce their environmental impact. 
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3.4 Trusted organisations and partnerships 
On a related point, evidence suggests that trusted intermediaries and community hubs could be 

valuable ways to engage customers, especially those at risk of fuel poverty (Imrie 2012). Existing 

professional and social networks play a fundamental role in transmitting information and establishing 

trust. For example, US domestic energy efficiency programmes achieved greater success when 

implemented through existing community groups. Dobson (Dobson 2014) argues that community-

based approaches could address the problems of take-up currently experienced by the struggling Green 

Deal programme. 

Key recommendations from Dobbs and Dobson’s (Dobbs and Dobson 2008) study for improving 

vulnerable consumers’ access to advice include partnerships with all agencies operating in the area; 

including (then) Primary Care Trusts, fuel poverty agencies, welfare agencies, and any other relevant 

agency dealing with vulnerable people. They argue that schemes should build trust through working 

with agencies established in the community. Schemes should make use of home visits, client champions, 

referrals from other agencies already trusted by the client, visits to clubs/organisations etc. that 

potential beneficiaries attend, recommendations from family members, and other local people who 

have had work done by the scheme. They should work with landlords associations to promote the 

acceptance of schemes by tenants.  

3.5 Referral mechanisms 
One specific way in which partner organisations can be involved in promoting fuel poverty assistance to 

families is through referrals. The 2003 report, ‘Tackling Fuel Poverty - A Beacon Council Toolkit for 

Local Authorities’ (Beacon councils and NEA 2003) highlights the importance of developing referral 

mechanisms, as one of the main strengths that many partner organisations can contribute is in assisting 

with the process of identification of vulnerable households. The report suggests that it is important to 

consider how processes can be put in place to enable partner organisations to help their clients access 

the various benefits of affordable warmth. Formalising these processes can establish effective referral 

mechanisms. The participants in referral networks will vary according to local circumstances, but they 

are likely to be organisations that have daily contact with clients vulnerable to fuel poverty. Such 

organisations may be in the health and social care sector; they may be local authority officers from 

departments with differing primary responsibilities (for example, housing officers, environmental 

health, education home visiting staff, revenue officers); or they may be staff from voluntary sector 

agencies. (Further useful information on setting up referral networks and mechanisms is provided in 

the report.) 

3.6 Minimising hassle and working with routines 
DECC have conducted a trial scheme offering loft clearances, to remove the hassle factor, which 

tentatively suggested that this approach has potential to improve take-up (DECC 2013). NEF (Lewis and 

Smith 2014) also suggest the following ideas to address the hassle barrier: 

 Center Parcs deals for residents while work is carried out 

 Holidays/retreats in exemplar homes 

 Incentives to overcome disruption 

 Exemplar homes with residents saying “yes it was a hassle, but it was worth it”  

 Clear communication on the timescales and the level of disruption involved in the installation 
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Another approach to minimising hassle is to use trigger points or moments of change in people’s lives, 

including moving house, renovating a home, or the birth of children (Venn et al. 2011 (on sustainable 

behaviour generally); Energy Saving Trust 2011; Gnoth 2013). NEF (Lewis and Smith 2014) suggest 

encouraging landlords and owner-occupiers to take advantage of windows of opportunity for energy 

efficiency improvements at the time they are making other improvements such as re-roofing or planned 

maintenance. They suggest making trigger-point guidance available through the consumer advice 

service, helping householders to build energy efficiency into room-by-room upgrades. 

The ‘Trigger Points’ report (Energy Saving Trust 2011) found that, of all household types, families with 

dependent children are planning the most refurbishment projects – on average, three major and more 

minor refurbishment projects in the next three years. (Other types of household are thinking about 2.5 

projects, on average, over the same period.) For families with young children, running out of space is a 

big trigger for refurbishment projects, and extensions and conversions are important too. The EST 

argue that families with children (young and growing families) represent the best potential audience 

for the energy-saving message. 

3.7 Targeting vulnerable households 
Dodds and Dobson (Dobbs and Dobson 2008) (on energy advice for vulnerable consumers) stress the 

need for communications that dispel any misconceptions about eligibility. They say schemes should 

publicise that many different properties can benefit, and simplify processes as much as possible. They 

suggest this may also be enhanced through partnership working. A project conducted by ACE Research 

for Global Action Plan in 2011 (ACE, Blooming Green, and Wade 2011) evaluated an energy efficiency 

scheme targeted at low-income households in Hackney and provides recommendations for future 

interventions. It states that, 

“The fuel poor are those in most urgent need of energy efficiency advice (according to our data on 

actions already being taken) and the group that makes the most of the advice and service provided. 

Identifying and engaging the fuel poor quickly is key, but our experience suggests a bespoke service is 

not required”. 

They also note the importance of not overwhelming householders with detailed questions. This 

suggests that it may be appropriate to target groups that are likely to be vulnerable to fuel poverty, 

rather than to explicitly identify fuel poor families using their personal data. 

4 Conclusion 
This review has outlined the nature, extent and impact of fuel poverty among families, and has 

identified a range of barriers to take-up of fuel poverty assistance. It has also reviewed the key 

recommendations and lessons from a range of relevant studies. This forms the groundwork for the 

Reaching Fuel Poor Families project in several ways. First, it confirms the importance of an exploration 

of fuel poor families, a group that has been relatively neglected by both research and policy. It highlights 

both the multiple, inter-related factors which combine to make families with children vulnerable to fuel 

poverty, and also the multiple health and social benefits that could be achieved by tackling this problem. 

Secondly, it informs the review of past schemes and evaluation of the scheme at Mortimer House in 

Bradford. The literature reviewed here suggests that the following basic characteristics are important 

in understanding any scheme that targets fuel poor families: 
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 Eligibility and assistance: who is eligible, in what type of building, and for what assistance? 

 Stakeholders and partners: what organisations are involved, what roles do they play, what 

existing relationships are built upon? 

 Engagement strategies: how is information provided, trust built and awareness raised? 

 Delivery strategies: how is appropriate assistance delivered and hassle minimised? 

Furthermore, this review suggests that the following nine barriers should be considered when 

evaluating the impact and success of schemes: 

 Information and awareness 

 Eligibility 

 Buildings and technologies 

 Tenancy issues 

 Credibility and trust 

 Hassle, intrusion and routines 

 Stigma and pride 

 Organisational policy and practice 

This list of basic characteristics and barriers informed the next stages of the RFPF project, and fed 

directly into the evaluation matrix used to review schemes. 

Crucially, this review also suggests that third-sector organisations, charities, community groups and 

local service-providers can be key partners in promoting assistance to fuel poor households. This is 

because they can help with the effective provision of information and advice, and are trusted by 

potential clients. As ACE et al. (ACE, Blooming Green, and Wade 2011) note, it is much more effective to 

use existing and established local organisations rather than try to create new ones. A key hub for many 

families, especially those on low incomes, is their local Children’s Centre. This suggests that Children’s 

Centres could have a valuable role to play in ensuring that assistance reaches fuel poor families. 
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Chapter 4 – Impacts of fuel poverty on 
families 

1 Introduction 
As noted in the methodology Chapter, an important research gap was highlighted by the literature 

review, as well as by the DECC consultation on a fuel poverty strategy (DECC 2014a) and by the Steering 

Group input; namely the impacts of fuel poverty on families and children. Addressing this gap is not a 

key objective of the RFPF project. However, it was recognised that a deeper understanding of how fuel 

poverty affects families would provide valuable context to RFPF’s analysis and help inform its findings.  

One project partner, The Children’s Society, has recently conducted research on the impacts of fuel 

poverty on families and children. This in-depth case study research was carried out in 2014 in Bradford, 

Bedfordshire and Hertfordshire and has not previously been published. The Children’s Society agreed 

to provide this data to the RFPF project, to feed into the findings, and to be published for the first time 

as part of this report. This Chapter 

summarises the findings of this 

research. It presents key themes 

and intersperses these with 

relevant quotes and longer case 

studies to illustrate the points. 

Section 4 also provides some 

relevant input from the advisors 

interviewed as part of the RFPF 

project, who have an overview of 

the problems experienced by their 

clients. 

2 Impacts of fuel 
poverty on 
families 

2.1 Rationing energy use 
All of the people interviewed were 

rationing their energy use; this 

included keeping the heating 

turned off during the day and only 

turned on for a short time before 

going to bed at night. 

Consequently, families had to 

Case study: Laura, 29, from Bradford 

Full-time single mother Laura lives with her two children, Joshua, 8 and Bryson, 4. 

She receives Income Support, Child Benefit and Carers Allowance for Joshua, who 

has autism. 

In 2006, after getting into arrears of almost £800 on her fuel bills, Laura’s energy 

company, Southern Electric, replaced her standard meter with a prepayment 

meter. She tops the meter up every week and spends around £20 on gas and £10 

on electricity. This leaves Laura very little money to meet other household bills.  

“After I’ve paid my energy bills, there’s not much left to pay for food and clothes 

for my children”, she said. “It’s a constant struggle to make ends meet at the 

moment. Fresh fruit, vegetables and meat are beyond my budget, so I mainly buy 

frozen and processed foods, as they are cheaper and last longer”.  

Laura closely monitors the amount of gas and electricity she uses, to avoid 

getting behind on her energy bills. The heating is turned off during the day and 

the family use blankets and hot water bottles to keep warm. Despite this level of 

rationing, on several occasions, Laura has had to use the emergency credit on her 

prepayment meter. She has also been forced to borrow from friends to keep her 

meter topped up and last Christmas, Laura took out a loan, which has now been 

repaid, to prevent her electricity being cut off.  

Laura worries about the impact the coldness of her house is having on her 

children’s health, especially Bryson, who was born with a weak immune system 

and is particularly susceptible to colds and chest infections.  

“Living in a cold home is miserable”, she said. “When you don’t have much 

money, you have no choice but to turn the heating off, even when it gets really 

cold.” 

Laura recently received a Warm Home Discount for the first time. She heard 

about the scheme on Facebook after a friend posted information about the 

discount. The extra support has made a big difference to her. The threat of 

having her gas and electricity cut off, which has often hung over her in the past, 

has now been lifted for the next few months and she can keep the heating on for 

longer in the evening, when it gets really cold. 
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wear extra layers of clothes and use hot water bottles and blankets; this was a common coping strategy. 

Interviews also revealed that some families were taking extreme measures to ration their energy use. 

2.2 Cutting other expenditure 
Most families interviewed had been forced to cut back on the basic essentials, such as food and clothes 

for their children. Families would routinely substitute fresh produce, such as meat, fruit and vegetables, 

with frozen and tinned food. One of the consequences of rising fuel bills that was apparent during the 

interviews was the dilemma many parents faced between heating the home or feeding their children. 

Rising energy and food prices had forced three families with young children to turn to food banks. Two 

families had also received emergency food parcels and money to top up their prepayment meters over 

the 2013 Christmas period. All families interviewed cited rising energy bills as the main reason their 

household finances were being put under increased pressure. 

‘The amount of money I spend on my gas and electricity is extortionate. The shoes I wear even have 

holes in – I can’t afford to buy a new pair as any spare money I have goes on my gas and electricity” 

Claire, 32, from Bradford 

2.3 Debt 
Nine of the eleven people interviewed had been forced to borrow from family or friends, or take out a 

loan, to prevent their gas or electricity from being cut off. Some interviewees mentioned that they had 

been tempted to take out a payday loan, but had been deterred by the spiralling rates of interests they 

would have to repay. The hazards of taking out expensive loans were graphically exemplified in the case 

of a mother from Bradford who lives with her 14-month-old daughter. To help meet her rising energy 

costs, in 2013 she was forced to take out four payday loans, totalling £700. Due to crippling rates of 

interest, she had to repay almost £6,000. Almost half of those interviewed (five families) had got into 

arrears with their energy supplier, with one family having accrued energy debts of £800. 

“I’m a proud man and I hate having to go to my brother for help. The alternative is an expensive bank 

loan, or even a payday loan. Without the extra money, I couldn’t afford my energy bills and I’d be cut 

off.” 

Mohammed, 43, from Bradford 

2.4 Mandatory prepayment meters 
A majority of families interviewed (seven out of eleven) used prepayment meters (PPMs) to pay for 

their energy. Some had chosen to use a PPM, as they felt they could closely monitor their energy use; 

however, others had been forced to use a PPM after falling into arrears on their standard meters. PPMs 

are generally considered to be a more expensive method of paying for gas and electricity than standard 

credit meters. The range of competitive, cheaper fuel tariffs available to users of standard meter users is 

not available to PPM customers, with just one tariff generally on offer. Households using a PPM also run 

the risk of being cut off if they exceed their emergency credit limit on their meters and do not have the 

money to top them up. PPM customers wanting to switch back to a standard credit meter can face 

obstacles. Suppliers may charge customers to remove their PPM and install a new credit meter. Some 

providers may impose conditions before customers can switch, such as requiring customers to have a 

current account and to have been debt-free for at least three months.  
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2.5 Health impacts of cold homes 
A notable finding concerned 

health implications for children 

living in cold homes. An 

illustration of this is provided by 

the experience of one mother, 

whose seven-year-old daughter 

was admitted to hospital with a 

serious chest infection. The 

doctors said this was due, in large 

part, to the cold and damp 

conditions the family had been 

living in. Other examples include 

the cases of a five-year-old whose 

asthma was made much worse 

because of cold conditions, and of 

Hussan’s family (described on the 

right). Over half of the families 

interviewed said they were 

extremely concerned about the 

negative effect that keeping the 

heating turned off was having on 

their children’s health. A number 

of parents also expressed a sense 

of guilt that they were putting 

their children’s health in danger 

because they could not afford to 

keep the heating on. 

3 Take-up of support 

3.1 Warm Home Discount 
Knowledge of the Warm Home Discount was low, with only three out of the eleven people interviewed 

having heard of the scheme. Only two families had received a Warm Home Discount. Another had been 

told they would receive the rebate, but they changed energy supplier before the award was made. They 

were subsequently told they would no longer qualify for support - they did not meet the Warm Home 

Discount eligibility criteria of their new energy supplier. In Laura’s case (above) she only heard about 

the discount through a friend on Facebook. Nearly all of the interviewees said more should be done to 

promote the Warm Home Discount to low-income families. 

Case study: Hussan, 57, from Bradford 

Hussan lives with his four children, Faizan, 21, Aaila, 17, Basir, 16 and Amsah, 12, 

and his wife Badia, 50, in a council house. Hussan’s home suffers from damp in 

three bedrooms and in the bathroom. 

In 2008 Hussan sustained a serious head injury at work. He has not worked since, 

and until January 2014, he received Disability Living Allowance (DLA). As part of 

recent reforms to DLA, Hussan has had his disability benefit stopped.  

“Having my DLA stopped was a crushing blow for me”, says Hussan. “Even when I 

was getting this, things were difficult and I struggled to pay my energy bills. The 

situation has got much worse and I really don’t know if I’ll be able to find the 

money to keep the heating on at home.” 

“The cost of gas and electricity is crippling” he said. “I dread opening my bank 

statement each month and seeing how much my energy company is taking from 

me.” 

Hussan spends around £125 each month on gas and £70 on electricity. He spends 

more during the colder months, but will regularly ration his energy use to keep 

his bills as low as possible. His family will often have to wear extra layers of 

clothing to keep warm during winter when the heating is turned off. This is a 

constant worry for Hussan, as his wife and daughter Amsah have Type 2 diabetes 

- the condition is made worse if patients have a cold. 

“I hate having to turn the heating off when it gets really cold. I don’t want my 

family to get ill, but if I don’t do this, how am I going to afford the energy bills?” 

says Hussan. 

To help meet the costs of heating his home, Hussan will often buy value food 

packs at the supermarket. He rarely buys fresh produce, and opts for cheaper 

processed foods. He also had to recently borrow money from his brother and 

sister to help pay his gas and electricity bills.  

Hussan does not get any support from his energy supplier, British Gas, to reduce 

his energy bills. He has heard of the Warm Home Discount, but did not know how 

to apply for it. He is now planning to contact British Gas to see if he qualifies for 

support. 

 



REACHING FUEL POOR FAMILIES: CHAPTER 4 October 2014 

 

  

Association for the Conservation of Energy and The Children’s Society | Research Report 44 

 

3.2 Energy efficiency schemes 
Interviewees’ descriptions of their homes suggest that most could be improved through energy 

efficiency measures. One family was using old storage heaters to heat their home, even though they 

knew they were not very efficient. While they wanted to replace them with a more efficient central 

heating system, they did not have enough money to do so. The research included a small number of 

families (three) who had taken advantage of energy efficiency assistance. The energy efficient measures 

taken included cavity wall, loft and roof insulation. Most of the families interviewed were not aware of 

Government energy efficiency programmes available to domestic energy users. Had they known about 

these schemes, a majority of people said they would have applied for support, as they were prepared to 

do everything possible to reduce their energy bills.  

4 Advisors’ perspectives 
The themes raised by these families in The Children’s Society’s research were reinforced by the 

interviews with Mortimer House Children’s Centre staff that were conducted as part of the RFPF 

fieldwork. For example, one advisor described clients as facing; 

"Disconnections, people going without food to put on some heating, stuff like that. … They have to 

prioritise whether to have food or put the heating on. With children, it’s hard to see what we see, it’s 

upsetting.”  

When an advisor was asked: “Are the families that come for energy advice in fuel poverty?”, she replied, 

 “Definitely. When the children come in you can see the state they’re in. I’ve seen an Eastern European 

family that couldn’t feed the children, couldn’t top up the meters, they were so cold over the winter. I 

arranged a food parcel to get them through the next few days. We see the reality here.” 

Several clients interviewed at the Centre also spoke of having no money to put in their pre-payment 

meter, and having to live without gas and electricity during periods of the winter. 

On the important issue of educational attainment, one advisor described some children she sees, saying: 

“They haven’t had a good night’s sleep, they haven’t had enough food, they won’t work well. It’s cold, 

it’s hard to get up in the morning, get out of bed. And the parents will suffer, they have to be looking for 

work, keeping the heating on, keeping food on the table, benefits, there’s all these sanctions, it’s all a 

spiral." 

Advisors also noted that, “It’s getting worse, because the bills are getting higher” and “We’re working 

more on that issue [fuel poverty] now, because in this area a lot of people have a lot of fuel debt. It’s rising.” 

The perspectives of these advisors and clients about one particular fuel poverty advice scheme are 

discussed in detail in Chapter 6. 

5 Conclusion 
This Chapter has highlighted the very severe impacts of fuel poverty on families and children, through 

problems such as energy debt, disconnection and self-disconnection, and the rationing of other basic 

needs (such as food) in order to keep warm. These experiences chime with the findings reported in the 

literature review, such as those from The Children’s Society’s 2014 report, ‘Behind Cold Doors: The 

chilling reality for children in poverty’, which found that more than 40% of survey respondents (an 
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estimated 3.2 million families with children) said that they would cut back their spending on food 

because of heating bills this winter. These findings also resonate with recent research by Which? 

(Which? 2013) that found that nearly 400,000 families were using high-cost loans to pay for essentials 

such as food and fuel bills. 

Even with a small sample of eleven people, this study reveals considerable diversity, for example, with 

some people preferring pre-payment meters, and with people’s different employment, income and 

benefits affecting their situation and eligibility for assistance. However, some overarching implications 

can be identified. The case studies highlight the interconnectedness of the different problems that 

families face; for example, health problems, benefits issues and fuel poverty. This could be a challenge 

for any assistance schemes that need to deal with these complex situations. However, the case studies 

also highlight strong drivers towards accessing support that are felt by parents, especially the desire to 

keep their children warm and healthy.  

The case studies also highlight some important issues around eligibility and awareness of assistance. 

Levels of awareness of assistance were low, both for efficiency schemes (ECO) and rebates (WHD). The 

finding on WHD highlights a problem around placing low-income families in the scheme’s Broader 

Group of eligible claimants. Energy customers in the Broader Group need to apply to their supplier, 

while low-income vulnerable pensioners in the scheme’s Core Group automatically get the rebate 

credited to their bill. Even when disadvantaged Broader Group customers do apply, they may not 

qualify as three of the big six energy companies exclude low-income families who are in work. However, 

two-thirds of children living in poverty are now in working households. This raises important questions 

both about eligibility criteria and automatic enrolment. 

More fundamentally, the case studies also highlight fuel poverty’s serious and damaging impacts on the 

health and well-being of families and children, which can be exacerbated by debt to form a vicious 

circle, and the need for effective delivery of assistance. As well as reinforcing the importance of this 

research, this Chapter provides valuable context to the findings that follow, shedding light on the 

situations fuel poor families may be in, the problems they face, and how these may act as drivers and 

barriers to the take-up of assistance. 
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Chapter 5 – Nationwide scheme review 
This Chapter presents findings from the nationwide review of schemes. These findings are drawn from 

information about 25 different schemes that use Children’s Centres to reach fuel poor families, as 

explained earlier in the methodology. It begins by outlining basic details of the schemes and the roles 

played by Children’s Centres. It goes on to examine six key themes arising from the review, specifically: 

Understanding the needs of fuel poor families; Engagement and communication; Scheme design; 

Capacity and expertise; Partnerships and referrals; and the Policy and funding landscape. The 

conclusion presents a summary of the strengths and limitations of approaches using Children’s Centres 

to reach fuel poor families. 

1 Introducing the schemes 

1.1 Where, when and who? 
Of the schemes identified, the earliest was launched in 2006 (a health-focussed action research project 

which used Children’s Centres only to distribute factsheets). Several schemes are currently running. It 

was common for projects to be funded for just one year, and the longest schemes are around three 

years. As noted in Chapter 2, all schemes were in England, although no geographical limits were placed 

on the online search. Projects were found across England, but often deliberately located in deprived 

areas. (Please see Chapter 2 for a map of locations.) 

Table 3: Schemes reviewed 

Lead organisation Number 

Local authority (with consortium) 5 

Children’s Centre 2 

Non-governmental organisation (NGO), of which: 13 

Housing, health or social care NGO 2 

Generalist/money advice NGO 4 

Energy NGO 5 

Sustainability NGO 1 

Family NGO 1 

 
This shows that, while Children’s Centres were often key partners in schemes, they rarely act as the 

leading organisation. By far the most common lead is an NGO. 

Ideally, this review would also cover national schemes, notably the Warm Home Discount and Energy 

Company Obligation. However, no official information on how these have performed in relation to fuel 

poor families is available. For details of these schemes, and previously published analysis by ACE and by 

The Children’s Society, please see Chapter 3, section 1.3. 

1.2 Support provided to families 
The nature of support varied between schemes, but the following broad categories can be identified: 

 Information – facts and practical tips that may help families in fuel poverty, but are not tailored 

to an individual case. For example, a list of energy-saving hints. 
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 Advice – practical suggestions that are specific to an individual’s circumstances and address 

their concerns. For example, guidance on forms of insulation suitable for their home. 

 Assistance – active and practical help in addressing an individual’s concerns. For example, help 

with filling in a grant application. 

 Skills development – training in how to do relevant activities independently in future. For 

example, learning how to compare tariffs and switch supplier. 

Many schemes offered a mixture of forms of assistance, often with a focus on advice. However, one 

scheme representative stated that they do not provide advice per se, but rather inform, engage and 

develop people’s skills, and another scheme offers a training course, giving people skills in various 

aspects of money management. Some other schemes offer assistance, such as making phone calls and 

applications for grants, or referrals for additional support. 

Information is the easiest form of support to deliver, with low demands on time and resources. 

However, it may be least effective, especially for vulnerable families, who may have many other 

demands on their attention. Assistance and skills development are the most intensive and time-

consuming forms of support. 

A scheme run by the housing and social care provider CHS offered generalist support with energy 

embedded in this. The others were energy-focussed throughout. Key areas of energy information, 

advice and assistance were switching and tariff comparisons, and energy debt. Energy efficiency is less 

common, though is a big feature of Warm Homes Healthy People (WHHP) programmes. One scheme 

even gave tips on appliance use, and a wide range of behavioural measures. Another scheme covered a 

wide range of topics, including “best energy deals, benefits entitlement, home insulation options, credit 

unions and water care tariffs”. 

1.3 Roles for Children’s Centres 
The role of the Children’s Centre(s) varied between schemes. Based on this review, roles for a 

Children’s Centre in a fuel poverty scheme include: 

 Centre as site for publicity materials or written information on energy/fuel poverty issues 

 Centre newsletter and other communications as channels for publicity or information 

 Centre as venue for one-off scheme event run by (or in partnership with) external organisation 

 Centre as venue for regular scheme sessions run by (or in partnership with) with external 

organisation 

 Centre as part of a referral network, with staff referring clients to external organisations  

 Centre employs scheme staff and runs regular scheme sessions 

This is approximately in order of increasing Children’s Centre involvement. It was more common for 

schemes to use the earlier, less active forms of involvement. (This means that the Bradford scheme at 

Mortimer House is currently unusual in its high level of Children’s Centre involvement). In some cases, 

the above roles can also be played by other organisations, for example, events can be held at schools or 

community centres, and regular advice sessions can be offered by environmental charities or generalist 

advice organisations.  
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2 Understanding the needs of fuel poor families 

2.1 The needs of families with children 
Respondents noted that families with children (including young children) are a key group in need of 

energy assistance and that “There is obviously a need to be met”. However, this is also a group that is 

particularly challenging to engage with; for example, the NGO Energy Solutions has found it much easier 

to reach the over 60s than families, because families do not seem to access services as readily. 

Obviously, Children’s Centres are places where families tend to go, and so present opportunities for 

engaging with this group. But respondents also noted some other relevant issues. One suggested that, 

“The Children’s Centres have a better understanding of their clients’ needs and how best to shape a service 

families will engage with.” Another said of parents, 

“They aspire for their children’s lives to be better than their own, and are keen to put in the effort to 

achieve this. This is why [the scheme] is so relevant at this point in their lives. Children’s Centres are 

excellent places to deliver learning, as parents are keen to take part in informal learning and improve 

their life chances.” 

On a more practical level, Children’s Centres can help meet families’ needs by offering a crèche while 

the courses are running which can make a huge difference to access; for example, one CHS client said, 

“Venue brilliant – added bonus on the crèche”. 

However, the CHS scheme also found that due to the nature of being a parent of young children, clients 

may miss some sessions due to their child’s illness, GP appointments and so on. This can pose a 

challenge for a course-style scheme like the CHS programme, but can be worked around (for example, 

by ensuring the parent can make up what they have missed using course materials or a catch-up with 

the trainer). It also highlights a benefit of regular sessions – if a parent misses it on one occasion they 

can return on a different date. 

2.2 Complex and multiple problems 
Respondents note that clients generally don’t see themselves as ‘fuel poor’, and that it can be hard to 

identify those in fuel poverty, and those eligible for various forms of ‘fuel poverty assistance’ (which are 

not the same thing). One respondent recognised that there are many reasons why clients may be 

struggling with energy bills – including a fundamental problem of low income. This means different 

clients may need different kinds of help. He described the need to “triage” people in order to refer them 

to the right help. However, this means gathering information about their income and their home’s 

energy efficiency – which can be time-consuming and intrusive. Children’s Centres may already gather 

information on income, for example, to assess eligibility for free childcare. However, getting information 

on home efficiency may be more challenging, and home visits can be beneficial for this purpose. 

Many respondents noted that families often experience multiple problems, in addition to problems 

around fuel poverty. For example, they may suffer due to alcohol or substance abuse, domestic violence, 

physical and mental health problems, low literacy and numeracy, and financial problems. One 

respondent describes these as “chaotic lives” and explains that they present challenges to energy advice 

work. The client may find it hard to think about energy issues if other matters are more pressing. They 

may also expect the advisor to address problems other than energy issues, or it may be the case that 

various problems are so entangled it is not possible to tackle energy alone. One respondent describes a 

risk of “mission creep”. 
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This raises the difficult issue of generalist versus specialist advice. Generalist advice has the advantage 

that one advisor can take a holistic view of a client’s circumstances and provide joined-up solutions, 

addressing the most urgent problems first. However, respondents note that giving generalist advice is 

very difficult, because there is so much to cover. In particular, it may be difficult for generalist advisors 

to have expertise in energy issues, such as the different efficiency measures available. 

One potential solution involves partnership working and the use of referrals. For example, a scheme in 

Teignbridge, run by a Citizen’s Advice Bureau (CAB) together with a Children’s Centre, refers debt 

clients to another local CAB. It is also important to be clear with clients what kind of help is and isn’t 

covered by the scheme, so as not to disappoint people. There can also be a risk of people feeling 

“shunted” onto another project, and the frustration of starting from scratch with a new external advice 

organisation. 

One solution may be to have a mix of specialists and generalists within the same project so they can 

easily and efficiently refer clients to each other. Children’s Centres may already be supporting people 

across different areas of life (e.g. family support workers), and may have staff members focussing on 

specific areas of work (such as promoting health, or literacy). If a client is invited to see another advisor, 

but this is at the same venue, and part of the same organisation, they may experience less of a sense of 

going ‘from pillar to post’. If the advisors know each other, this could also add a personal connection 

that clients value. One respondent notes the importance of integrated services and partnerships, and 

suggests that Children’s Centres already play a part in this, by bringing different services together. One 

respondent felt their project would benefit from additional funding to incorporate a debt advisor who 

could then work alongside the energy advice project.  

Another issue is that, regardless of whether they are giving generalist or specialist advice, staff working 

with clients may need some training or experience in dealing with issues such as domestic abuse, 

safeguarding vulnerable people and mental health problems. 

3 Engagement and communication 

3.1 Tools for engagement 
A key challenge is how to engage with fuel poor families – how to make contact with them, and gain 

their attention and participation. A range of techniques, from text messages to door-knocking, were 

listed above. However, engagement remains a major challenge to any fuel poverty assistance scheme. 

Respondents noted that letters, flyers and door-knocking have little success (especially in areas that 

have been targeted by past schemes, as one respondent noted, “CESP areas have reached saturation 

point, with maybe a hundred leaflets having been delivered to each house. Those people hate door-

knockers!”). However, one had found text messages a helpful way to inform people about an event. 

Another effective form of engagement is referrals from professionals embedded in the community, such 

as nurses and social workers, which can be used in conjunction with a Children’s Centre scheme (as in 

several schemes within the Department of Health-funded Warm Homes Healthy People programme). 

Respondents also noted that people often won’t attend special events, and so providers need to go 

where people already are. For families, Children’s Centres can represent such a place: “Children’s centres 

provide an ideal venue as they are already well used and trusted” – though one respondent noted it might 

mean actually attending the centre’s existing sessions, rather than organising a separate event. One 

respondent said,  
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“We have had many years of experience in reaching ‘hard to reach’ people…We go where people go, we 

don’t expect them to come to us. We are happy to run workshops at weekends, in the evenings and fit in 

with people’s lifestyles.” 

Word of mouth is a key channel of communication, and seems to operate well within Children’s Centre 

schemes. For example, one respondent noted that many attendees of events took information (e.g. extra 

copies) and passed it to family and friends, so “the advice reaches much further than the individual”. 

Parents may be especially likely to share information with other parents, through their social networks. 

3.2 Effective communication 
As well as the right engagement tools, reaching fuel poor families requires effective communication. In 

many areas, this means considering language barriers. Interpreters may be needed, to communicate 

with vulnerable people who are not confident in speaking English, and to help them access support, for 

example, by filling in forms or making phone calls. However, fuel poverty assistance may require 

particular expertise on behalf of the interpreter, and the ability to cope with linguistic challenges (for 

example, as one respondent explained, Somali has no words for damp or mould). A standard interpreter 

will not understand the subtleties that energy advice requires. 

More generally, respondents noted some characteristics of good communication with fuel poor families. 

Many may feel a lack of confidence, and require clear, simple and helpful explanations. One respondent 

said, 

“Many of our younger clients, in fuel poverty, have an attitude to learning, having had bad experiences 

at school. We avoid words like maths, numeracy or learning. We just talk about saving money and 

skills to understand bills. This had helped reach the ‘hard to reach’ who otherwise would shun 

‘education.’” 

He added that people have liked the “informal and comedic presentations and interactions”, which 

characterise the scheme’s workshops. Another respondent highlighted the need for clarity and 

confidentiality in interactions with clients. 

3.3 Who do Children’s Centres reach? 
A key reason for using Children’s Centres is a perception that they already reach many families at risk of 

fuel poverty. One respondent said of Children’s Centres; 

“We have realised they are a good location to work in particularly when they are in the areas of 

highest need. We try to target our work as much as possible to ensure it has the greatest possible 

impact.” 

(See also Chapter 1, section 4 for discussion of the Children’s Centre network coverage in England). 

However, one respondent expressed a perception that some Children’s Centres may be accessed more 

(and dominated) by less vulnerable people, while the most vulnerable may not access any services. 

However, this may vary between Children’s Centres. Another point raised by respondents is that some 

schemes have a specific group of families or children as the target audience (for example, children with 

asthma). In these cases, generic events at Children’s Centres may not be ideal – a more carefully 

designed approach might be needed. 
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4 Scheme design 
Section 1.3 listed a range of roles for Children's Centres in fuel poverty schemes. These include using 

centres as sites for publicity and information materials (not discussed in detail by respondents, though 

a common activity) and referral networks (discussed below). They also include various kinds of 

sessions held at the centres. These sessions come in three main forms: running group workshops, using 

existing centre events, and holding one-to-one advice sessions. Respondents raised the following points 

about the approaches below. 

4.1 Group workshops 
Group sessions can be very busy, noisy or chaotic, especially if there are children present. One 

respondent said a particular challenge is “Trying to deliver a workshop by getting the whole group’s 

attention at the beginning of the project. Parents were often distracted as they were responsible for their 

children, who do not sit down and listen to a speaker”. The ideal solution is to provide childcare, though 

funding for this may be an issue. Another option is to offer children’s activities alongside the session 

(such as making draught snakes, as in the case of one of the schemes reviewed (run by CSE). A 

representative of the charity Footprint said, “We welcome children at our workshops and involve them in 

the ‘Play Your Monergy Cards Right’ game!”.  

One respondent suggested that advice surgeries are best when there is a single point of intervention 

such as focussing on the Warm Home Discount, rather than wide-ranging advice. Another noted that a 

limitation of these events is that it can sometimes be hard to discuss quite confidential subjects in a 

busy centre. However there are a number of ways to get around this, such as offering one-to-one 

sessions in addition, for clients who prefer this. As noted above, one respondent said that an informal, 

fun and friendly atmosphere was important to the success of their workshops. Some respondents found 

attendance at one-off workshops was poor, and that repeated events were more effective. 

4.2 Existing sessions 
As noted above, a key concern is that vulnerable families may not attend special events devoted to 

energy issues, and one solution is to attend sessions that they already participate in. These could 

include parent-and-toddler groups and stay-and-play sessions, or other activities offered by Children’s 

Centres. One scheme had successfully attended a range of different groups at centres. Another 

respondent found that, 

 “…a workshop at a toddler group was well attended but had to adapt the format for the setting. I had 

a display of resources – having some which toddlers were able to play with and others out of reach and 

stayed for the 2 hour session. I was able to speak to parents individually whilst they watched over their 

child.” 

So this approach has the advantage of taking account of children’s needs and care, without the cost of a 

specially-run crèche. It can also give parents one-to-one attention – though this will obviously consume 

more time than a group workshop would. Another limitation is that this depends very much on the 

timetable and spaces provided by the centre – groups may close throughout school holidays, and a 

given centre may run few suitable sessions (as there are some sessions where such a disruption would 

not be appropriate). 
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4.3 One-to-one advice sessions 
Some respondents felt it was more effective to deliver advice on a one-to-one basis rather than try to 

talk to a whole group. They suggest that detailed advice on individual cases given in this way is more 

likely to be acted upon or to have real impacts. One-to-one sessions also mean that on-the-spot 

assistance can be given, for example, in comparing tariffs or calling an energy company. This kind of 

session can be delivered through an appointment system, or alternatively, as a drop-in. However, 

surgeries run by CSE have had up to 100 people attend, so in some cases a ticketing system may be 

required. 

In addition to these three types of session, respondents also raised two more ideas about scheme 

design; regarding sustained engagement and alternative/complementary approaches. 

4.4 Sustained engagement 
Many participants stressed the idea that regular events are more effective than one-off events. At one-

off surgery-type events, low turnout is often a problem. Regular events allow time for awareness to 

grow and spread, and can be publicised with a regular advertisement. If people miss one they can come 

to another, and because they know about the event in advance, they can bring documents such as 

energy bills. More fundamentally, sustained work in one community over time allows for the 

development of trust and local connections. One respondent, highlighting differences between a 

particular long-term and short-term project, suggested that sustained work over several years allows a 

scheme to become embedded, rather than simply “parachuting in”. A problem is that funding is often 

short term (a problem highlighted by several respondents), and schemes may have to piece together 

different bits of funding in order to ensure continuity. 

4.5 Alternative and complementary approaches 
Approaches that can be instead of, or alongside, a Children’s Centre role include: 

 Advice provided on a website 

 Telephone advice service that people can call 

 Leaflets and written communications delivered to homes 

 Street stalls and presence at local events 

 Phone calls and texts to engage and inform people 

 Knocking on doors to engage and inform people 

 Pre-arranged visits to homes by advisors 

 Referrals from professionals such as nurses or social workers 

While some of these (such as online advice and leaflets) have not been found successful in reaching 

vulnerable families, others (such as pre-arranged home visits) may have advantages over a centre-

based approach, and play a valuable role as part of a scheme. One respondent explained, 

“We used a couple of Children’s Centres as bases for advice surgeries…. Unfortunately the take-up was 

very poor and I consider this likely to be because households have felt uncomfortable discussing these 

matters in this environment. It has been a similar issue with other community venues. While this is an 

issue affecting large numbers of households, there is still a reluctance to discuss personal and financial 

details outside of a home environment.” 

People may feel more comfortable discussing these issues at a home visit – though it was noted that 

these are more time and resource intensive than most centre events. Another respondent stressed the 
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value of professional referrals. Notably, several respondents suggested that it can be beneficial to 

combine different approaches; e.g. a Children’s Centre event followed by a home visit, or a combination 

of appointments and workshops. 

5 Capacity and expertise 
Respondents felt that advisors need specialist skills and in-depth knowledge of energy issues, especially 

if they are to work on energy efficiency. This means that training is needed, and may need to be updated 

as the policy landscape changes. One respondent noted that knowledge of practical low and no-cost 

solutions is paramount. For CHS, where the focus is on training and empowering clients to handle their 

finances, all tutors have teaching qualifications and expertise in money advice (and one was previously 

an Energy Efficiency Advisor at British Gas). However, as noted above, advisors may also need some 

training in dealing with the wide range of issues they will encounter in working with vulnerable clients. 

As well as this knowledge and training, respondents also stressed the importance of advisors’ personal 

qualities, connections and experience. Feedback from CHS learners emphasises this; e.g. “Tutor’s 

personality made it much more relaxing and worthwhile” and “Tutor friendly, approachable, helpful”. 

Another respondent said, “Workshops such as this are best delivered by people with very good people 

skills and an understanding of people who may not fit in with mainstream education. A sense of humour 

and an understanding of the issues around fuel poverty is a must.” 

Advisors need to give people confidence in their own abilities and knowledge. 

A particular strength of the Children’s Centre (CC) approach is that the staff delivering assistance and 

advice may already be known to the clients. One respondent said, 

“We are usually delivering a course to learners who are well known to the CC staff. They may have 

already attended courses at the CC so are more open to attending something new and outside their 

comfort zone….CC staff are aware of the learner’s needs and their vulnerabilities. They may be aware 

that they are having financial difficulties and specifically refer them on to [the scheme] as they know 

that this will help them.” 

Centre staff’s good relationships with families can be an asset even if a scheme is being run by an 

external organisation. One respondent said, 

“It is important to build a good relationship with the staff at the Children’s Centre. Many of their 

parents are very vulnerable and they need to feel confident that any training offered is of a good 

standard and fits in with the ethos of the CC” 

And also suggested, 

“Encourage a CC staff member to take part in the course. This will increase their knowledge and 

understanding, help them to help the parents, enable them to be an advocate for the course and 

reassure them that the course content and the tutor’s ability is of good quality”. 

If a scheme only offers a one-off event, staff at the centre can be provided with advice and information 

that they can continue to pass on to parents in the following months. Even if no events are being held at 

Children’s Centres, centre staff can still play a vital role in the scheme. One respondent said, “We have 

had an exceptionally high take-up for home visits and a number of these have been as a result of Children’s 

Centres and workers making referrals or providing families with our contact details.” 
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Several respondents noted that the capacity of Children’s Centres was an important consideration, 

including the staff available to work on a scheme. For the Teignbridge project, volunteers enabled it to 

provide advice and support over a large area, as well as delivering one-to-one support at home visits. 

The management hope to enlarge the volunteer team, to be able to visit more Children’s Centres in 

future. Another respondent noted that they depend heavily on Children’s Centres to recruit clients, but 

the success of this recruitment is variable (some centres are able to recruit up to 12 people, but some 

only manage three). 

6 Partnerships and referrals 
Almost all the schemes reviewed involved some form of partnership or joint working, often between a 

Children’s Centre and another organisation. For example, CSE said that they work with many partners, 

such as local organisations and community groups, and Care and Repair who do household works. 

Footprint said that, “Initially we had some challenges in getting other organisations to promote and 

support Monergy. But once we had run a couple of the workshops, word spread.” Partnerships are most 

effective where the different organisations bring different types of expertise, capacity or resources. For 

example, CSE has a particular expertise in energy issues, and can feed into policy, but often works with 

complementary organisations on advice projects. 

Referrals formed an important element of many schemes, acting as a way to ensure clients get the right 

support, and that the expertise and capacity of different agencies is used efficiently. Referral 

relationships are often reciprocal, including fuel poverty schemes, Children’s Centres and other services 

such as health, education and debt services. Footprint said, “The Children's Centres on the Isle of Wight 

are very proactive and successful at reaching those in poverty. We refer young parents and carers to them 

and they refer people to us.” Similarly, CSE participate in a Somerset referral network, and refer people 

to other sources of help where appropriate – however, this type of judgement call is in itself 

challenging.  

Energy Solutions state that “Most of our fuel poverty referrals come through a network we’ve established 

over 10 years, including GPs and the 3rd sector”. CSE note that referrals from a professional can be 

extremely valuable, because they focus the client’s attention, and they are more likely to act. Their new 

Warm and Healthy Bristol project will work closely with nurses, because they understand about 

people’s chaotic lives, are listened to by clients, and are an effective way of engaging with the 

community. However, Blackpool CounterAttack found that the most significant challenge was eliciting 

support and referrals from health professionals, and another respondent found that GPs and Clinical 

Commissioning Groups can be difficult to work with. 

7 The policy and funding landscape 
Some respondents also made reference to the wider policy landscape that affects fuel poor families. 

From the Teignbridge scheme, one respondent noted that future welfare reforms will have a far 

reaching effect on families, and that ongoing work will be required. For example, they are concerned 

with preparing clients for Universal Credit and helping them to think about how they will manage. 

Another respondent noted that the ECO environment is changing fast, with referrals to ECO companies 

now attracting lower fees (which may not cover the costs a scheme incurs in identifying beneficiaries), 

and also a much slower rate of installations. A third area of policy concerns the definition of fuel 
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poverty; the Hills definition of fuel poverty gives an indication of how deep fuel poverty is, which could 

be useful for targeting the most vulnerable – if a scheme were able to gather the necessary data about 

clients. Also, of course, schemes are only able to direct people to help if that help exists and if the clients 

are eligible for it. 

Another wider landscape that affects schemes working with fuel poor families is to do with funding. 

Many respondents note that funding for these schemes is often short-term and insecure, making it hard 

to create sustained interaction with a community. One respondent argued that funders may focus on 

easily measurable outcomes and neglect opportunities for deeper learning. This means that most 

projects do not have funding for in-depth evaluation. It also pushes schemes towards a design that 

produces good reporting statistics (e.g. number of clients) rather than one that enables high-quality and 

effective interactions. 

8 Conclusion: strengths, limitations and lessons 
This Chapter has reviewed a range of existing schemes that use Children’s Centres to help reach fuel 

poor families. While the schemes are diverse in their approaches and outcomes, there are some insights 

that emerge. A summary of strengths and limitations of approaches using Children’s Centres is shown in 

the table below, followed by lessons for future schemes, which pertain to Understanding families’ 

needs; Making contact with potential beneficiaries; Building trust and meaningful engagement; and 

Delivering information, advice, assistance and skills. 

8.1 Potential limitations of using 
Children’s Centres 

8.2 Potential benefits of using 
Children’s Centres 

 Attendance may be poor at one-off events, because of a 

lack of sustained interaction, awareness and trust 

 The popularity of events may also depend on whether 

the scheme is perceived as local or external, which can 

be affected by the level of Children’s Centre involvement 

 Success depends on staff enthusiasm, expertise and 

capacity 

 Some people do not like talking about personal 

information in a public setting (and even a one-to-one 

session may not feel as comfortable as a home visit) 

 Some centres may be dominated by less vulnerable 

clients 

 Open sessions are not ideal for targeting one group e.g. 

children with asthma 

 Group sessions can be noisy and chaotic, so need careful 

design and skilled facilitators 

 Provision for children during sessions needs to be taken 
into account 

 Families already use them so they are good for 
access to this audience 

 They are often situated in low-income areas 
and often have good take-up by vulnerable 
people 

 Staff are often trusted by clients, and have good 
local connections 

 Existing advisors and family support workers 
may be highly trained and experienced in 
advice work, and have transferable skills that 
can support the project 

 Centres offer an opportunity for childcare or 
children’s activities alongside sessions 

 Centres offer an opportunity for long term work 
as clients may come back over many years 

 Sessions at centres are generally less resource 
intensive than home visits 

 There are various different ways of using them, 
as appropriate, and they can be combined with 
other methods 

 

8.3 Lessons 
Four key pillars can be identified in any scheme aiming to support fuel poor families, and this review 

suggests lessons pertaining to each of these. 
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Understanding families’ needs 
 Parents are busy, so go where families already are. This may mean using existing sessions at 

centres. 

 Ensure relevant staff are trained and experienced in understanding families’ energy needs 

 Recognise that people may have multiple problems – the scheme may not be able to tackle all of 

these, but there should be referral mechanisms (ideally to partners that have an established 

relationship with the scheme) 

 Ensure relevant staff are trained and experienced in dealing with difficult household 

circumstances 

 Children in sessions may be distracting - consider providing childcare or children’s activities 

Making contact with potential beneficiaries 
 Leaflets through doors are rarely read, but text messages may work better 

 Door knocking rarely works, unless there is a reason to trust the visitor; such as a link with a 

trusted organisation or centre 

 Word-of-mouth is very powerful, especially in promoting regular or repeated events 

 Face-to-face contact in a place where people already are (such as a centre session) is ideal 

 Referrals from professionals are also very effective 

Building trust and meaningful engagement 
 Long term programmes are best as they can develop trust and awareness over time 

 Advisors’ personal links to the community can be valuable 

 Advisor characteristics are also important, including communication and interpersonal skills 

 Interactions with clients should be founded on clarity, confidentiality and building their 

confidence 

 Programmes that are seen as ‘embedded’ in the community may be trusted more than those run 

by external organisations. The higher the level of Children’s Centre involvement, the more the 

scheme will benefit from the trust that is placed in that local organisation 

Delivering information, advice, assistance and skills 
 Clarity is needed on the type of support the scheme can offer, and its limits 

 Effective partnerships and referral networks can be used to provide support with issues outside 

the scheme remit 

 Consider the different roles the centre can play, and the level of centre involvement that is 

appropriate. Higher levels of involvement may be more time and resource intensive, but will 

bring more advantages in terms of client engagement. 

 Consider the different designs of event that are available, including group workshops, visiting 

sessions, and one-to-one advice, and how the pros and cons of each relate to the specific scheme 

that is proposed. 

 Consider approaches that can be alternative, or complementary to a Children’s Centre approach. 

For example, home visits and referrals can be effectively used alongside centre sessions. 
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Chapter 6 – Findings of Bradford Case 
Study 

1 Introduction 
The previous Chapter reviewed 25 schemes that involve Children’s Centres, to a greater or lesser 

degree, in reaching fuel poor families. This Chapter moves on to present the findings of an in-depth 

evaluation of a scheme currently running in a Children’s Society Children's Centre in Bradford. Focusing 

on one scheme enables a deeper understanding of how such work operates in practice, and the 

perspectives of different groups involved. For details of the centre, the methods used, and the people 

who participated, please see the methodology.  

This Chapter first introduces the Mortimer House advice scheme before presenting an overview of the 

input provided by: families who have not used the fuel poverty advice; families that have used this 

advice; and staff at the centre. Some points emerge from more than one of these groups, and this 

repetition is useful as it shows where different perspectives converge to highlight an area widely seen 

as important. The conclusion draws out some key strengths and limitations of the scheme, and lessons 

that can be learned for the future development of this scheme and others elsewhere.  

1.1 The advice scheme 
The scheme is run by the Thorpe Edge Advice Service (part of the Thorpe Edge Community Project), 

working in close partnership with the Children’s Centre, and with some funding through The Children’s 

Society. The scheme draws on funding from a range of sources, which change over time. These have 

included British Gas (for helping engage clients with their Charis grants programme) and currently, 

Northern Gas Networks.  At the time of writing, Northern Gas Networks provided £22,848 to cover one 

advisor role (including costs).  The advice project was originally launched before Mortimer House 

Children’s Centre opened. However, it has been running through the current centre for around seven 

years. 

The scheme provides advice on a wide range of issues, with welfare benefits, debt and bills being 

especially common concerns. Aspects of energy advice, such as energy debt, have been covered by the 

scheme since it began. However, in recent years, energy has become an increasingly serious concern for 

clients, and so the amount of energy-related advice has increased correspondingly. Advice has also 

expanded to cover energy efficiency topics. Fuel poverty advice and information now covers subjects 

including: 

 Managing energy debt  

 Comparing tariffs and switching suppliers 

 Different payment methods (including pre-payment meters and paperless bills) 

 Dealing with broken appliances or building problems, and repairs 

 Energy efficiency measures such as boilers 

 Grants and financial assistance available, including for energy efficiency measures 

 Maximising income in general 
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The sessions also offer practical assistance, where the advisor will take action to help resolve a 

problem. Key forms of practical assistance around fuel poverty include: 

 Applying for grants and financial assistance 

 Comparing tariffs and changing suppliers 

 Switching from (or to, in some cases) a pre-payment meter 

 Negotiating with companies over debts and payment plans 

 Assessing incomings and outgoings to ensure energy costs are manageable 

 Arranging repairs, home audits and installations of measures 

 Maximising income, especially through assistance with welfare benefits 

Despite this range of support offered, the sessions are referred to by staff and clients as ‘advice sessions’ 

and so this term is used here. 

Energy advice is not differentiated from other advice, so clients can attend a drop-in session and discuss 

any issue, or several issues. The weekly timetable of advice sessions is as follows: 

 Tuesday: drop-in session specifically for Eastern Europeans (two advisors and interpreters) 

 Wednesday: drop-in session (one advisor) 

 Three additional sessions (with one advisor) are held at other nearby community centres 

These sessions are held in the mornings. Afternoons are available for clients to book appointments. The 

advisors also make home visits to people who cannot attend, such as elderly or disabled people, or lone 

parents with young children. A drop-in session usually provides advice to around 20 clients. One of the 

advisors works full time and has worked on the project for around 11 years. The other works four days 

a week and has been working on the project for five years. 

The project started recording data on fuel poverty work on the 1st December 2013. In the period from 

then until 19th June 2014, (just over six months) 20 clients sought advice on fuel poverty issues. In the 

last year, the advice scheme as a whole saw 2,569 clients. (This is the equivalent of around 50 clients a 

week). 

A related scheme is Laco, a project for Eastern European families in Bradford that works with local 

centres, including Mortimer House. (The scheme is led by the nearby Thornbury Centre and also 

involves a centre called Community Works).  The project has around 2,000 clients. The Laco project 

provides interpreters who assist with the Eastern European sessions and also often refers people to the 

advice at Mortimer House.  In addition, the Thorpe Edge Community Project offers a range of other 

services, some of which help people who are likely to be at risk of fuel poverty, such as their 

“Live@Home” scheme that supports isolated, vulnerable people. 

2 Perspectives from non-users of energy advice 

2.1 People who use the advice scheme for non-energy issues 
One group of clients who participated in the research were users of the advice sessions, but had not 

received energy advice. These clients were very positive about the Children’s Centre and about the 

advice provision. For the Eastern European clients, often recent migrants with little or no English 

language skills, the Centre (together with the related Laco project) is a first port of call for almost any 

problem. The main reason for clients not taking energy advice was that they had not experienced 

problems relating to energy. Many said they would ask the advisors if they had any problems around 
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Katerina and Violetta’s account 

Katerina (pseudonym) is an Eastern European woman, speaking through an 

interpreter/advisor, Violetta. Violetta presented Katerina’s account, weaving in her own 

thoughts and interpretation: 

I have kidney problems, and don’t work. But I’ve had very bad benefits problems and 

now I’m getting no benefits, and so have no income at all. I have had problems with 

energy, among many other things. I had a bill for £2,700! I think it’s because I speak no 

English, and I can’t read my bills. Violetta set up an arrangement plan to pay my energy 

debt, but it didn’t work out because I had no money at all when the benefits stopped. 

Now I have a prepayment meter. If I have money, it’s okay. If not, then I have no power. 

I’m not sure what help is available with energy bills. I haven’t heard of ECO. Only 

Violetta sees my bills. She helps with them, and calls the energy company for me. I don’t 

get any other help with energy. I get advice on other things from Shaheen but I’m too 

shy to talk about energy. Confidentiality is very important to me. I’ve been Violetta’s 

client for four years. We’ve cried together. 

energy. However, one advice client said they had not realised they could ask for advice about energy. 

When the interviewer asked her questions about energy advice, it emerged that her boiler was broken, 

and the advisor was able to call an ECO organisation on the spot about a replacement.  

Many clients have been coming for a long period of time; for example, one man had been coming for 

nine years. Key reasons why they valued the advice, and would use it if they had energy problems, 

were: 

 Wide knowledge is held by advisors 

 Advisors are friendly and easy to talk to 

 Advisors are trusted 

 Interpreters are good 

 The drop-in structure with tickets works well, especially compared to other advice providers 

where you may need to get an appointment and wait a week or more 

One client said of an 

advisor, Shaheen: 

“Shaheen gave me hope as 

well as advice… Any 

problem I have, any forms 

to fill in, I come to 

Shaheen!”  

However, one client said 

she had energy problems, 

but did not want to speak 

to the advisor about this – 

her account is detailed in 

the box below.  

Another woman (a 

mother of four children, 

one with epilepsy) made the same point about feeling too “shy” to ask the advisor about energy issues, 

despite getting advice on many other problems. She has been coming for around five years, and said 

“when any documents arrive, I come here!”. She has a prepayment meter, but can’t always afford to top it 

up: “In the winter, I sometimes have no gas or electricity”. So there seems to be a particular stigma about 

fuel poverty which may act as a barrier to families getting support. 

2.2 People who do not use the advice scheme at all 
Another group of non-users were people who did not use the advice service at all. One reason was that 

they did not feel they needed advice. One interviewee (an Asian woman attending a Family Links 

session) said, “I haven’t had advice through the advice scheme. People tend to come to me for advice!”. It 

is possible that some people do not see themselves as the ‘kind of person’ that would need advice 

through the scheme. This client was well-informed about energy issues, and had already shopped 

around for a good tariff and got free loft and cavity wall insulation. Another client (Asian, female) 

similarly said, “I come to the centre for education rather than advice. I don’t need that sort of thing, advice 

about bills and money. I got loft insulation five years ago, and I have the eco bulbs, and all that stuff.” 
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However, another client (white British, female) who had chosen not to use the advice service did not 

know that a customer can switch supplier when they are paying quarterly bills (“in arrears”). She also 

said she didn’t know if she was eligible for any energy efficiency assistance. She said, 

“I read something about free insulation but I’m not sure what. Dodgy people keep knocking on the 

door. They look round and then they never come back. It’s scary, especially if I’m home alone. You hear 

stories, bad things. They claim to be from the government, or a government scheme. Then they tell me 

I’m not eligible.” 

So unbiased advice through the Children's Centre might have been of benefit to her. However, she said, 

“I wouldn’t know who to talk to, I’ve not heard much about the advice… we need to make people aware of 

what’s available at the Centre”. 

Some were also put off the advice by the perception that the reception space is too small and there are 

too many people queueing. “I think they’re very busy, aren’t they, the advice sessions? The queues put me 

off, especially with the children. It might be better if there were appointments”. However, parents in this 

group did note some good points about the idea of the advice service, such as the ability to get detailed 

explanations through face-to-face interaction, and avoiding long waits on the phone. 

3 Perspectives from users of energy advice 
Among people who had used the scheme to get advice on energy or fuel poverty, there was a very high 

level of commitment to the scheme and long term use; for example, one woman had been coming for 12 

years, despite moving further away. Word-of-mouth was a key way to hear about the scheme, often 

from others that had used it. One client had been referred by a health visitor. Others found out about by 

visiting the Centre. Clients were very positive about the energy advice, and highlighted several 

strengths of the scheme. 

3.1 Strengths of the scheme 
Location: The location of the Centre close to their homes was important to many clients, with one lone 

parent saying it’s very hard to travel further because of her three children (one is autistic). Some had 

tried other advice sources but found they were too far to travel. However, some clients were prepared 

to travel to get to Mortimer House. The advisor was even able to help a housebound couple get a free 

new boiler, through their daughter visiting the advice sessions. 

Drop-in sessions and appointments: The ability to turn up on the day was valued by many (as by the 

advice clients who did not get energy advice), and some clients also mentioned that they also liked 

having the ability to make an appointment if they had a complex problem or couldn’t attend the drop-in. 

Many clients arrive very early and queue outside, but they did not complain about this, and in fact 

praised the short waiting times. (A drop in session begins at 9.30am and all clients are usually seen by 

1pm, though it can be later). 

Language assistance: It was very common for clients to need help with managing problems because of 

language barriers. For example, in one advice session sit-in, a client (Asian, female) came to ask for help 

because of very draughty windows, and said her whole family had health problems. The advisor called 

the housing provider and arranged a time for the repair. The client explained she couldn’t do this 

herself because she speaks no English, and nor does her husband. She cannot read or write in any 

language. This highlights the need for agencies in areas of low English literacy to consider employing 

multi-lingual staff, and one client wished companies would produce letters in a range of languages. It 
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also highlights the importance of the provision of adult language learning. Clients listed the 

interpreters, and the multilingual advisors, as one of the main reasons for coming. 

Not speaking English makes getting advice over the phone impossible (while for other clients, 

expensive phone numbers and long hold times were also mentioned as barriers), and also means flyers 

and television are not effective means of communication. After much discussion among the Eastern 

Europeans in the focus group, a translator summarised how important the advice is in helping these 

people manage their daily lives: 

“When they stop your benefits, you come to Shaheen. Some families cannot afford a washing machine, 

or something breaks down, they come to Shaheen. Or they have no money for food, they come to 

Shaheen. Everything, all the situations in their lives, they come to Shaheen.” 

Trust: For some vulnerable families, there may be no other trusted sources of help – perhaps not even 

personal contacts. A mother of two children (one disabled) said,  

“The ladies in my street told me I could come here for advice. Before that I used to rely on neighbours, 

friends and family. But that was bad. A friend was helping me with my benefits, but actually she was 

keeping almost all the money for herself. She abused my trust and stole from me”.  

Since coming to the advice sessions the advisor had started helping her to get a new boiler and switch 

from a pre-pay meter to a quarterly bill. 

Clients said that there was a confusing variety of offers from the competing energy companies, 

including many letters, flyers and adverts. They said they don’t understand or trust these, and often 

bring these to Shaheen so she can explain them. They also said that they don’t trust door-knockers from 

companies, and don’t like it when these people ask them questions about their benefits, and refuse to 

tell them. 

Advisors' knowledge, skills and characteristics: The advisors’ knowledge was highlighted as a key 

strength of the scheme, “she knows straight away what to do”. Also, the attitude of the advisors was 

described as welcoming, friendly, multi-cultural, non-discriminatory, polite and non-judgemental. 

Clients said that if advisors cannot help directly, they do not just pass you on to someone else, they find 

out the relevant information and get back to you, and make sure that you actually get the help. 

Sense of community: When asked why the Children’s Centre is a good venue for advice, clients 

explained that there is a sense of community focused on the Centre. “People are friendly here, we’re not 

separated into groups. The children play together. It’s a community.” This also meant that a lot of advice 

was shared between clients, while at the Centre: “We talk about energy with other people, we all talk 

about our problems, we ask what are you here for? Everybody knows each other…in the waiting room, we 

talk.” This seems to be a particular strength of a drop-in or group-based session, as people can share 

knowledge and form informal support networks. 

3.2 Suggestions for improvement 
Clients were very positive about the idea of extending the energy advice provided at the centre, and 

getting additional information about all the energy efficiency measures available, and the offers and 

grants they could get. They suggested the scheme could have more advisors and more frequent 

sessions, and a larger office for advice. They also suggested it could be run at more centres, but were 

concerned about ongoing cuts to Children’s Centres. However, they noted that not all advisors would 

necessarily be as good as those at Mortimer House.  
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When asked if specialist or generalist advisors would be better, they suggested that having only one 

advisor per client is good, as it means they know your case. They also suggested that advisors should 

have an understanding of the local area and “how people live here”. They should treat everyone the 

same, regardless of background. 

4 Perspectives of staff 
This section presents the views of staff at the Centre, including advisors and other workers. It first 

covers seven barriers to uptake of fuel poverty assistance, and how they are addressed by the scheme. 

It then considers potential improvements to the scheme. 

4.1 Awareness and take-up of the scheme 
Take-up of the scheme among the Centre's clients is extremely high. The Eastern European session is 

becoming increasingly popular, with queues outside before the session starts. Some clients come 

regularly, even more than once a week, perhaps following the advisor to several locations. Some clients 

come from outside the project’s remit area, but the advisors will see them nonetheless, and try to help 

them access more local support. Some clients pro-actively phone the Centre to ask about new grant 

schemes or offers. 

Shaheen suggests that awareness is high due to word-of-mouth among clients: “because I’ve been here 

10, 11 years. Word of mouth. If people have a problem someone will say, Shaheen can sort that out. And 

people will speak to each other at the drop-ins, in the waiting room, saying, 'she’s done that for me', and 

then they’ll ask for it too”. The other advisor, Shazia, agreed that this chat in the waiting room means 

that "Before they even come in, they know what they want." Advisors gave the example of grants given by 

British Gas Energy Trust (through the Charis programme, by which a debt is written off and the 

customer can receive one free appliance), saying, "they really took off. The regulars spread the word". 

Another staff member noted that, "Our relationship with the community is a two way thing. We build up 

relationships over time. That means that clients come to us for help. But also, they are our link into the 

community." 

Another form of engagement is through the Centre's family support workers. These workers visit 

homes (especially of the most vulnerable families) and can refer people to the advice scheme. One 

family support worker explained: 

"Lots of people don’t realise at first that the Centre is more than a nursery. The staff, especially 

outreach staff, act as gatekeepers and guides...We try to get them to come to the Centre...Outreach is 

really important here because it’s a deprived area. It’s the key way to tell people about the Centre’s 

services. At first, people might think I’m a sales rep and shut the door. Many people are afraid of social 

services too. But when they hear I’m from the Children’s Centre they let me in."  

The Eastern European Laco project also refers many people to the scheme, because, according to one 

Laco staff member the workers on that project are "overstretched", and are not trained to be advisors 

(but rather advocates and interpreters). 

A key barrier is that some families (especially the most vulnerable) may find it hard to visit the Centre. 

Shaheen suggested that lone parents, disabled people, or parents with several young children might be 

in this group. In order to address this, the advisors will make home visits. Family support workers also 

visit homes, and can liaise with the advisors. Shaheen noted that home visits may make people feel 

more comfortable, but that they take longer. 
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The Children's Centre itself plays a central role in engagement. Advisors noted that before the 

Children's Centre was established in its current location, advice was offered at this site. However, take-

up was low: “Nobody found the Centre...Then [Mortimer House] came along, and the classes...When other 

things started happening, more people came in. Young school leavers, parents, lone parents, disabled 

people, to access things here". The Centre manager explained that this increase in demand is why a 

second advisor was employed. The Children’s Centre plays a vital part in engagement, "because there 

are other things going on here, classes, that we can refer to them, schemes like nursery. They might come 

to sign up for nursery, and see what else is going on, so we tell them about advice. And when they come for 

advice they’ll see about classes, Maths and English, Cook and Eat, so we all work together." Other 

specialist sessions such as sessions on housing and jobs have also benefitted from this spill-over and 

cross-engagement. Clients can ask at reception about what is happening.  

One challenging issue concerns awareness and take-up among different groups and communities in the 

area. Outreach to potentially vulnerable and isolated groups (as mentioned above) is addressed 

through home visits. However, there may be differences in how the scheme is used by people of 

different socio-economic groups and ethnic backgrounds. One staff member noted that Eastern 

European clients have a particularly high take-up of advice because they are often relatively recent 

migrants, financially insecure and moving home frequently. Consequently they have a lot of problems 

for which they need support. In contrast, the Asian communities in the area are relatively financially 

secure and "settled", and take pride in this. Many of these people may use the Centre for educational 

purposes more than for advice. (Also, during the fieldwork, researchers met only one white British 

advice client, out of a non-representative sample totalling 24 advice clients, though this is not that 

remarkable given the area's demographics). This suggests that the Centre's advice scheme may be 

effective in reaching groups that are traditionally seen as hardest to reach - the most vulnerable and 

insecure people. However, there may also be a risk of stigmatisation or negative perceptions of advice 

users (as suggested by section 2.2). 

Another reason for the high take-up seems to be the short interval between drop-ins, which means 

clients can see an advisor much more quickly than if they tried to get an appointment elsewhere (such 

as a Citizens Advice Bureau). The advisors are also flexible in responding to emergencies, and 

prioritising urgent cases. 

4.2 Language barriers 
According to staff, the key barrier preventing many clients accessing the fuel poverty support they need 

is language. One advisor said,  

"60% of my clients don’t speak English. We have interpreters that speak 12 European languages. And 

Urdu, Punjabi too. We have people coming from all over, Sheffield, Halifax, Huddersfield, even London, 

because of word of mouth [about the languages spoken]".  

This multiple language provision is a key reason for the scheme's high take-up. (However, even the 

scheme's 14 languages don't cover all clients: a family support worker described visiting some refugees, 

and communicating through a translation app on a phone).  

As well as offering advice in a language clients understand, the advisors also provide practical 

assistance to those who speak little or no English. For example, companies and housing associations 

often don’t have staff that speak other languages, so the advisor and/or translator acts as intermediary. 

Clients may not even be able to get through the ‘security questions’ on telephone lines and need help 
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with this. They also receive many leaflets and flyers about energy that they don't understand, and bring 

these to the advisors for translation and also advice on whether it is useful or junk mail. 

4.3 Building trust and relationships 
Staff stressed the importance of building trust and relationships with clients. Lack of trust can be a key 

barrier to uptake of fuel poverty assistance, as one advisor explained regarding door-to-door visits by 

company sales reps: 

"The door-knockers come round and take all the details, but many clients are very reluctant to part 

with information. It’s intrusive, they ask: what are you getting? They don’t want to share that. They 

think they can’t trust them. That puts them off." 

One way the advisors build trust is by developing relationships with clients over time. The fact that 

there are just two advisors, who have been in post for many years, is important to this. Shazia said, "We 

build relationships over time. People don’t like change. They like to keep seeing the same advisor. I know 

what’s going on, I know the situation. Though we do share cases when necessary, if one of us isn’t available, 

we have case files." Shaheen added, “You build up trust – she knows everything, she knows the history 

already. There’s that trust. They’ll send their families” and explained that many calls to reception will ask 

for her by name. 

Another pillar of trust mentioned by advisors is their commitment to supporting clients and ensuring 

they are happy with the service: 

"Whoever comes through the door, we want to help them. We want them to feel at ease. If there’s a 

little issue we don’t deal with, they’ll go home upset, and tell others. We go out of our way. That’s how 

we build trust as well." 

Another staff member suggested that trust is fostered by the advisors' personal characteristics, and 

being "good to talk to" and helping people open up. Shaheen suggested that the fact that the advisors 

are both female and Asian may also help certain clients relate to them. In the general drop-in session 

that researchers attended, almost all clients were female and all were Asian. In the Eastern European 

session, females were in the majority, but there were also several men attending. 

Advisors suggest that sometimes people don’t even trust their family to help them with problems, but 

would rather come to the Centre. One advisor suggested that trust may be one reason why one client, 

who had moved to another part of Bradford, came back to the Centre for advice. The level of 

relationship with the advisors is such that clients may follow an advisor from one Centre to another and 

attend three sessions in a week. This highlights a challenge relating to the advisor-client relationship, 

that some people may be ‘reliant’ on the scheme. Shazia said, "We try to empower them to come weekly 

instead of three times a week". 

4.4 Eligibility 
Staff highlighted that eligibility can be a barrier to uptake of assistance; for example, if people are not on 

the benefits that schemes require. Understanding a client's benefits is key to assessing the help they 

may receive. However, different schemes with different eligibility criteria (such as the Warm Home 

Discount) make this challenging. It helps that many clients are well known to the advisors, so "We can 

usually gauge whether they meet the criteria or not". A family support worker also explained the 

advantage of the Children's Centre in this respect, "The Centre can use a joined up approach to 
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‘passporting’. Once we know about someone’s benefits we know what they are eligible for, and can get 

them help with many things." 

For energy efficiency measures, the task is slightly more complex, as the advisors need to find out the 

current state of the home (Is it insulated? How old is the boiler?) and other details, as Shaheen 

explained: "We ring up and find out when the house was built, all the criteria... what it’s built from, brick, 

stone. We ask the family. Then the suppliers come down and do an assessment. We work with them, we 

might even translate for them". They even help some people switch supplier just to get free insulation. 

The scheme and advisors receive no remuneration from obligated companies for this work. One 

challenge is that in some cases, landlords have to be involved. 

Staff also highlighted the fact that eligibility criteria sometimes exclude families that need support; for 

example, "We need better benefits to help low income people keep warm. There’s a payment for some 

people, like disabled people, in winter, the Cold Weather Payment6, but this should be wider, for all low 

income people". 

4.5 Perceptions of help available 
Even if a client is eligible, another barrier can be that they may not want to take up the help available. 

Shaheen noted that, among energy advice clients, the most popular forms of help were with reducing 

bills (by switching supplier or payment method) and making payment plans for debts. However, some 

clients felt changing suppliers would be too much hassle, or were afraid of getting two bills. Some did 

not trust or want direct debits. One especially popular and successful form of assistance has been 

British Gas Charis grants (in which debt is written off and the customer can receive one free appliance). 

Free light-bulbs have been popular in the past. Among energy efficiency measures, new boilers were 

not unusual, but insulation was less popular. In general, many people find application forms 

complicated and confusing, and so ask advisors for help with these. 

4.6 Using phones and computers 
Another set of barriers to uptake of fuel poverty assistance relate to using phones and computers. 

Advisors noted that clients with hearing problems cannot use phones, and so advisors help them with 

this. The cost of phone calls (especially 0845 numbers) is another major concern, including when 

energy companies keep people on hold for long periods. One advisor had a 40 minute wait when calling 

an energy company on behalf of a client. People who use mobiles instead of landlines can find this 

especially expensive. To address these problems, the Centre provides free calls. Advisors also 

sometimes scan documents and use email. Because many clients are not familiar with computers, they 

cannot shop around and switch suppliers, and so advisors help them with this. Advisors also noted the 

need for cheaper phone numbers. 

4.7 Complex problems 
A final barrier to uptake of assistance is the fact that many families at risk of fuel poverty have complex 

or multiple problems. Many Eastern European clients are new to the country and so have multiple 

issues to address, including housing, schooling, food and benefits. They experience many energy issues 

related to moving house, meter readings and dealing with landlords, because they tend to move around 

a lot. A family support worker described the case of one family of refugees, who speak no English, and 

have a seriously ill child, and have struggled with tenancy problems so much that in two months they 

                                                             
6
 Eligibility for the Cold Weather Payments is complex, and can be based on receiving Pension Credit, or a combination of other 

benefits and circumstances. Details can be seen at: https://www.gov.uk/cold-weather-payment/eligibility 
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have lived in three homes. Some clients struggle with mental health problems and stress that make it 

hard for them to access support. The scheme addresses these kinds of challenges through the trust and 

personal relationships with advisors who can deal with almost all aspects of their lives. Generally, the 

only type of problems that clients raise but the scheme cannot address are immigration issues, because 

these are too complex. 

4.8 Improving the scheme 
In addition to the themes regarding barriers, described above, staff also discussed potential 

improvements to the scheme; specifically: 

 Funding: insecure funding is a constant threat to the scheme and worry to the staff, who have 

had redundancy notices on several occasions (and do not receive high salaries). The current 

funding is for two years. Larger and longer-term funding would also allow the scheme to grow. 

 Staff: more workers would be valuable. The Centre manager suggested that it would be good to 

have an apprentice Eastern European worker, or an outreach worker. The advisors currently 

take few holidays, and said, "If we take time off, we come back and everything has built up...People 

say, 'you weren’t here, things have gone from bad to worse'". However, Shaheen had had to cancel 

one drop-in in order to compile reporting statistics. So greater staff capacity could be a benefit. 

Three new fuel poverty advisors are expected to join the scheme soon. 

 Sessions: the current timetable of four drop-ins a week is high compared to other schemes. 

However, demand is very high, with queues outside the Centre before sessions start. Shaheen 

noted that because of the Muslim communities locally, most things close on a Friday. This means 

Monday is very busy. The Centre manager suggested that if there was another worker it might 

be possible to run sessions at weekends.  

 Facilities: the advice scheme has a small upstairs office, with only one desk for two advisors. 

Another very small room, which can just accommodate four chairs and a desk, is used for giving 

advice. Shaheen said, "We are squeezed in – it can be intimidating sometimes. The kids and family 

members come in too...Often there’s a translator in here too." The staff suggested larger facilities 

would be useful, and this will be particularly important given that some new staff will be joining 

the scheme shortly. 

 Childcare: following from the previous point about children coming into advice sessions, 

Shaheen noted "There isn’t childcare provision, there isn’t the funding". This would be a potential 

improvement, if funds were available. 

 Training and expertise: as generalist advisors, Shaheen and Shazia do training on benefits and 

stay up to date with changes. They also research what fuel poverty assistance is available, for 

whom and for how long, and try to find out which schemes have money left at any time. They 

sometimes get information sent to them by companies. However, this can be difficult given the 

pressures on their time. They have also had no formal training in energy and energy efficiency 

issues. Additional training in these areas (ideally repeated at intervals in order to stay current) 

might be valuable. Also, a staff member on the related Laco project said they knew very little 

about energy, such as how people switch suppliers. Extending some basic training to such 

gatekeepers and partners might also be valuable, given their key role in engaging vulnerable 

groups. 

 Offering workshops: as well as drop-in advice sessions, the scheme is planned to expand and 

offer workshops focussed on energy efficiency. The advisors felt this would allow a more 
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detailed look at energy efficiency measures and tips, which can sometimes be neglected due to 

more pressing problems in an advice session. 

 Ensuring a balance of generalist and specialist advice: one staff member suggested that the 

planned approach, using specialist fuel poverty advisors, has limitations. There may be a sense 

of dissatisfaction among clients if certain people's problems (i.e. energy problems) can be 

addressed, while others receive less attention. Also, this approach may create more work in 

other areas, because people come in with multiple problems – they might start by asking for 

energy advice but then will need other advice too. 

5 Conclusion 
This in-depth and multi-angled evaluation of the Mortimer House energy advice scheme suggests that 

the scheme has a high level of take-up and is essentially running at full capacity, while having significant 

impacts on clients’ energy-related problems. It suggests that certain features of the scheme are 

responsible for this success. However, the review also suggests some ways in which the scheme could 

be improved and developed in future. 

5.1 Strengths of the scheme 
Take-up of the scheme is high, with demand for advice generally equalling or even exceeding the 

scheme’s capacity. Participants overwhelmingly said they used or would use the energy advice if they 

had an energy issue. Use of the scheme is especially high among clients in very vulnerable situations. 

Satisfaction among clients is also very high, with positive word-of-mouth recommendations acting as a 

key engagement channel. People share advice widely with family and friends, meaning the impacts 

extend beyond the clients that are actually seen. 

Specific strengths highlighted by staff and clients include the following: 

The design of the scheme 
 There is flexibility in the scheme design, with the option of appointments as well as drop-in 

sessions, and home visits for the most vulnerable or isolated people 

 There is a relatively short waiting time on the drop-in day 

 There are never more than a few days until the next drop-in, so there is a short wait between 

sessions (unlike the wait for appointments elsewhere) 

 The scheme offers a high degree of practical assistance as well as advice, especially to the most 

vulnerable clients 

 The scheme offers translators covering many languages. This means that language barriers are a 

major problem the scheme overcomes. 

The role of advisors 
 Advisors hold good knowledge of a wide range of issues and give high quality advice 

 Advisors have particular personal characteristics such as treating all people equally; being non-

judgemental, friendly and polite 

 Advisors’ commitment to a case means they do not just signpost but seek out further help and 

make sure the issue is resolved 

 The scheme offers continuity; having the same advisor over long time creates a very good 

relationship 
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 The scheme allows for a personal touch – certain cases can be prioritised if judged urgent 

 All the above points mean that clients place a high level of trust in advisors 

The role of the Children’s Centre 
 The Centre is situated centrally near many people’s homes, while other advice sources are 

further away, with issues of time, cost and difficulty of taking children 

 The fact that people already attend the Centre, and that there is cross-promotion between 

different sessions, is a reason for the good engagement 

 Family support workers are important to the Centre’s engagement with families, especially 

those who may not access events. 

 The Centre is seen not just a venue, but as a community; clients feel a relationship with the 

Centre, and trust it 

 Clients share advice in the waiting room, because of the sense of community – this helps spread 

information 

 There are mutually-beneficial partnerships with other organisations, such as Laco 

5.2 Limitations of the scheme 
Some challenges, limitations or potential improvements were also suggested. 

Awareness and take-up 
 Some participants (very few in our sample) did not know about the advice scheme. This 

suggests that, if the capacity of the scheme were extended, there might be some small potential 

for further awareness-raising. However, these were participants who did not feel much need for 

advice. 

 In contrast, the high level of take-up could actually be seen as a challenge in itself, with some 

clients making multiple visits in a week. The challenge is to prevent a sense of dependence on 

the scheme, and help build clients’ own resilience and capacity in a sustainable way (while also 

addressing their immediate problems). 

Stigma 
 A few participants, including some very vulnerable people, said they felt “too shy” to discuss 

energy problems, suggesting there may be a degree of stigma around fuel poverty that needs to 

be overcome (for some people). 

 Some participants seemed to perceive the advice in general as being only for those who are 

financially struggling, and did not use it because they did not see themselves (or wish to be 

seen) in this way. There may be some negative connotations attached to using the scheme – but 

this seems to apply only to the more ‘secure’ clients and not the most vulnerable. 

Expertise and training 
 Despite their wide knowledge, advisors are not trained in energy issues. While they can give a 

lot of help with debt, bills, tariffs and payment methods, they are not experts on energy or 

energy efficiency (for example, the different obligations within ECO). 

 Because of constraints on time and resources, it is challenging for advisors to keep up-to-date 

with changing policies, programmes and offers around energy. 
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Resources 
 Clients said they wanted more sessions, and advisors already have a high work-load.  

 There is a lack of space at the Centre, with participants mentioning the need for a larger waiting 

area, advice room and advisor office 

 Funding is insecure so advisors’ jobs are often at risk, and pay is not high 

 There is no childcare provision during the advice session (as this is expensive), so children have 

to come into the advice room. 

 The centre management and staff are keen to develop the scheme, and remove the uncertainty 

about funding.  If resources allowed, work could be pursued on financial literacy, and with the 

Credit Union, among other ideas. 

 

5.3 Summary 
This Chapter has provided an in-depth evaluation of the Mortimer House energy advice scheme, 

drawing on the perspectives of staff and clients - both users and non-users of the energy advice. The 

views of these different groups overlapped considerably, meaning it is possible to draw out overarching 

themes regarding the scheme's performance. While the scheme is extremely popular and successful, the 

staff are keen to develop it further, and to ensure that funding is more sustainable in future.  It is also 

notable that the findings of this case study also largely reflect those of the wider scheme review, 

reinforcing some key ideas. At the same time, this evaluation also provides much greater detail on how 

a scheme can be designed and delivered, what works well and less well, and the needs and roles of the 

different people involved. The findings from both strands of data collection are synthesised in Chapter 

7, which presents the conclusions and recommendations of this project. 
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Chapter 7 – Synthesis, conclusions and 
recommendations 

1 Introduction 
Chapter 5 and Chapter 6 have presented the findings of the ‘Reaching Fuel Poor Families’ project, with 

Chapter 4 providing additional context around the impacts of fuel poverty on families and children. 

Together, these chapters have established several key points. 

First, fuel poverty is a very serious problem for this group, with potentially harmful and long-term 

impacts. The complex situations experienced by fuel poor families may result in particular drivers and 

barriers to their take-up of assistance, with implications for scheme design and delivery.  

Secondly, in recent years, some schemes have begun to use Children’s Centres to reach fuel poor 

families. The experiences of these schemes suggest that this approach has potential to make a 

significant contribution to engaging fuel poor families with assistance. Furthermore, lessons can be 

learned from these schemes to support future projects. 

Thirdly, there is a successful scheme currently running in a Bradford Children’s Centre. Investigating 

this scheme in detail reveals specific strengths that could be replicated elsewhere, limitations and 

challenges to overcome, and lessons to inform future work. 

This chapter draws together the findings of the "Reaching Fuel Poor Families" project, and presents the 

key lessons learned; first for practice and the design and delivery of schemes; and then for policy and 

the roles of national government, local government, industry and the third sector.  Many of the themes 

raised here were also touched upon in a stakeholder workshop that was held as part of the Reaching 

Fuel Poor Families project, in August 2014.  To complement the findings presented in this report, a 

summary of the workshop’s outcomes is provided in Appendix V. 

2 Lessons for practice: scheme design and delivery 

2.1 Why should Children’s Centres be involved in work with fuel poor families 
There are many reasons why those designing schemes for fuel poor families should consider involving 

Children's Centres. These include the following: 

 Families already use these centres, so they offer access to this time-constrained audience, and 

there can be cross-promotion across different sessions at a centre. Fuel poverty work can 

sometimes be integrated into existing sessions. 

 Centres are often situated in low-income areas and often have good take-up by vulnerable 

people. This means they are likely to have good reach to fuel poor families. They are also often 

situated in or near areas eligible for CSCO assistance (currently a priority issue for energy 

companies in achieving their ECO commitments). 

 Centre staff are often trusted by clients, and have good local connections and relationships 

 Centres offer an opportunity to build long term relationships with clients and with communities 
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 Existing advisors and family support workers may be highly trained and experienced in advice 

work, and have transferable skills that can support the project (including language skills) 

 Centres may offer an opportunity for childcare or children’s activities alongside sessions 

 Sessions at centres are generally less resource intensive than home visits 

 There are various different ways of involving Children's Centres, and they can be combined with 

other methods as appropriate for the specific scheme 

2.2 What limitations should scheme designers be aware of? 
As well as considering these benefits, scheme designers should also be aware of these limitations: 

 Attendance may be poor at one-off events, because of a lack of sustained interaction and 

awareness. However, it may be difficult to get funding for long-term work. 

 The popularity of events, and levels of trust, may depend on whether the scheme is perceived as 

local or external, which can be affected by the level of Children’s Centre involvement 

 Success largely depends on staff enthusiasm, expertise and capacity 

 Some people do not like talking about personal information or energy problems in a public 

setting (and even a one-to-one session may not feel as comfortable as a home visit) 

 Some centres may be dominated by less vulnerable clients 

 Open sessions at centres are not ideal for targeting one group e.g. children with asthma 

 Group sessions can be noisy and chaotic, so need careful design and skilled facilitators 

 Provision for children during sessions needs to be taken into account 

 There is a risk that vulnerable people may come to depend on the assistance and advice, unless 

efforts are made to empower them and develop their skills 

2.3 Optimising strengths, overcoming limitations 
This project has identified a range of ways to optimise these strengths, and overcome these limitations. 

These can be grouped into five broad themes. 

2.3.1 What are effective routes to engagement? 
This research raises many lessons around tools and techniques for engaging with fuel poor families. 

First, the nationwide scheme review suggested that leaflets through doors are rarely read, but text 

messages may work better in promoting a scheme. In general, door knocking rarely works, but this is 

less true if there is a reason to trust the visitor; such as a link with a trusted organisation like a 

Children's Centre. Face-to-face contact in a place where people already are is an ideal form of 

engagement. Cross-promotion between sessions at a Children's Centre can be effective, as can tying fuel 

poverty sessions directly into existing activities. 

Word-of-mouth is very powerful, especially in promoting regular or repeated events. A key factor in the 

high take-up of the Bradford scheme is the high level of word-of-mouth recommendations, which 

generates engagement even among so called “hard-to-reach” groups. This is associated by staff with the 

long duration of the scheme (as well as the quality of advice provided).  

One suggestion from the nationwide scheme review concerned the predominance of middle class 

clients at some Children’s Centres. However, the Mortimer House scheme seems effective in reaching 

the most vulnerable people. Key factors in this seem to be: multiple language provision; close links with 

another project working with immigrants; provision of home visits to housebound people; and the use 

of family support workers to visit homes and engage people with the centre’s services. Other schemes 
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could aim to incorporate and make use of these elements. A Children's Centre will often use its own 

Family Support or Outreach workers as a kind of referral network, directing people to a range of centre 

services, which can include energy assistance. Another good and proven engagement method 

(suggested in the nationwide review) is using referrals from other professionals such as nurses, and 

participating in local referral networks with other organisations.  

The Mortimer House advice scheme has especially high take-up among the most vulnerable clients, 

which means it is likely to be effective in reaching families who are in fuel poverty. However, if a 

scheme aimed to reach a wider range of clients (for example, giving energy advice to people across 

socio-demographic groups), there might be an issue around the negative perceptions of advice that are 

held by better-off people, and those who do not wish to be seen as "struggling". 

This research also suggests that there may be a stigma around energy problems, and a reluctance to 

discuss these (even more than for other financial issues). This may be linked with a perception that it is 

very important to maintain a decent home, especially as a parent. There could even be concerns about 

social services and the need to provide a suitable living environment for children. Schemes may need to 

consider how to address this stigma. One obvious point is to avoid the term “fuel poverty”. Another 

option is to provide generalist advice, so that only the advisor has to know the client is seeking advice 

on energy (issues around this are discussed below). Another strategy could be to offer energy efficiency 

workshops that are presented as "home improvement" sessions, with a more positive framing than 

sessions on “fuel poverty”. 

2.3.2 What should be considered in the design and structure of a scheme? 
First, it is valuable to consider the different roles a Children's Centre can play, and the level of centre 

involvement that is appropriate. Higher levels of involvement may be more time and resource intensive, 

but will bring more advantages in terms of client engagement. Effective partnerships can be used to 

ensure the necessary expertise is available to clients and advisors (for example, working with a Citizens 

Advice Bureau because of their debt and benefits expertise; or working with an energy-focussed 

organisation for their technical knowledge about measures and policies).  Strong partnerships between 

the different organisations in a locality also ensure that effort is not duplicated, and that the best use is 

made of resources. It is important to recognise that people may have multiple problems; the scheme 

may not be able to tackle all of these, but there should be referral mechanisms in place (ideally to 

partners that have an established relationship with the scheme). In the Bradford scheme, an effective 

partnership with the Laco project for Eastern Europeans meant that Laco could refer clients to high-

quality advice, while the Mortimer House scheme benefited from a very effective engagement channel 

to a vulnerable group, and also used Laco interpreters. 

Secondly, long term approaches seem very important. They allow the development of awareness, trust, 

and relationships with clients and the wider community, which result in high take-up rates. Secure long 

term funding is ideal, but in the absence of this, funding from a range of sources (e.g. Government 

schemes, charitable trusts and energy companies) can be sometimes pieced together to maintain a 

scheme. 

Scheme designers should consider the different designs of event that are available, including running 

group workshops, visiting existing sessions, and giving one-to-one advice, and how the pros and cons of 

each relate to the specific scheme that is proposed. It may be beneficial for a scheme to offer diverse 

forms of access, including drop-ins, appointments and home visits. This helps meet the needs of clients 

in different circumstances, including the most vulnerable families. In the Bradford case study, it was 
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noted that the most vulnerable people prioritised being able to get advice at short notice, with few days 

to wait between opportunities for help. They generally did not mind sitting in a waiting room for 

several hours on the day itself. This made a drop-in session with a ticketing system the best approach. 

However, some working people preferred appointments, and people who perceived themselves as less 

vulnerable seemed less content to wait at a drop-in. 

A challenge to any scheme aimed at parents is making provision for children. If resources allow, the 

ideal solution is to provide childcare during sessions, or even special activities for children alongside a 

workshop for adults. If this is not possible, a simpler solution might be to ensure the room used for 

advice has some space for the client's child(ren) to play, and some books and toys. 

Finally, scheme designers should consider approaches that can be alternative, or complementary to a 

Children’s Centre approach. For example, referrals can be effectively used alongside centre sessions. 

Another possibility is to have home energy advisors or mentors linked to the advice scheme (home 

energy audits have previously been effectively used in Bradford, as part of the local Warm Homes 

Healthy People scheme).  A Children's Centre approach will not necessarily be ideal in all situations; for 

example, if a particular centre is not well-used by vulnerable people, or if the scheme aims to target only 

a very specific group of families. 

2.3.3 What issues around advisors should be considered? 
The first issue to note is that the quality of advice is crucial, so advisors should be appropriately trained 

and qualified (as in the Mortimer House scheme; the Thorpe Edge Advice Service which provides the 

advisors has the Advice Quality Standard for Advice with Casework: Debt & Benefits), and schemes 

should have the appropriate insurance for the service they provide.  The Bradford case study has also 

clearly shown that the wider skills and characteristics of advisors are crucial to scheme success. Key 

attributes for an advisor include "people skills", especially a non-judgemental and friendly style, and 

ability to build trust and client relationships. Interactions with clients should be founded on clarity, 

confidentiality and building their confidence. It is also important to ensure relevant staff have some 

training and experience in dealing with difficult household circumstances and are aware of where they 

can direct people for further help. Their connections to the community can also be important. 

Ideally, advisors working on fuel poverty should have a good knowledge of energy issues, and also an 

understanding of closely-related issues such as debt and the welfare benefits system (especially 

because of the use of benefits as eligibility criteria in energy assistance schemes). The role of knowledge 

about wider issues affecting clients (generalist advice) is discussed below. In order to ensure advisors 

have knowledge of energy issues, initial training will be needed. To keep this up-to-date, some form of 

on-going training, refresher sessions or time allocated for research and knowledge-sharing will be 

valuable. For example, the ECO policy landscape has often shifted, with implications for the help that 

clients are likely to receive; with Affordable Warmth assistance dwindling, advisors may now need to 

know more about the other obligations (CSCO and CERO). 

An important but complex issue concerns the roles of generalist and specialist advice. Both approaches 

offer advantages and disadvantages, and the Mortimer House scheme shows many of the strengths of 

this approach; notably the ability to deal with clients' complex problems in a holistic manner, and to 

provide energy assistance to those who may not even realise it is available. However, this evaluation 

suggests that an increased focus on energy advice would be welcomed by clients, and that it is hard for 

advisors to maintain a detailed and up-to-date knowledge of specific areas such as energy efficiency. 

This suggests that there is a role for specialist energy advisors. One strategy would be to incorporate 
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both generalist and specialist (fuel poverty) advisors within one scheme. This would retain the holistic 

approach and ability to address a client's different issues without "passing them on" to a different 

agency which can lead to inefficient case-work and a lack of trust. 

However, it should be noted that specialised fuel poverty advisors may generate an increase in demand 

for other advice, as they could attract more clients, who may have a range of problems. Care should be 

taken that the generalist advice service does not become even more stretched, at the same time as new 

staff join, as this could lead to confusion and disappointment among clients. As long as the scheme has 

adequate capacity, the introduction of new specialist energy advice could be beneficial in opening up 

the scheme to new clients. Alongside all this, clarity is needed on the type of support the scheme can 

offer, and its limits.  

2.3.4 What is the role of foreign language provision? 
Interpreters and multi-lingual advisors can play a key role in engaging vulnerable groups with fuel 

poverty assistance. Obviously they enable energy advice to be given to non-English speakers. But more 

generally, language provision can be a key factor attracting people to use the centre and its services, 

and can make the centre a hub for immigrant and minority communities. Once people are engaged with 

the centre, and have relationships with staff, they are more likely to take up its fuel poverty assistance. 

Another factor is that the relationship between advisor and interpreter can be blurred, as in the case of 

the Bradford Laco project, where interpreters sometimes seem to act as intermediaries, gatekeepers 

and advisors. 

Interpreters may be the first people that vulnerable non-English speakers turn to with any problem, 

and so should be seen as a fundamental part of fuel poverty schemes where these communities exist. 

This may mean recruiting interpreters, bearing in mind that the interpreter's wider skills and 

characteristics may be valuable, including those around working with vulnerable people; delivering or 

signposting some degree of advice and assistance; participating in referral networks; and building and 

using connections with local communities. Training could be provided to interpreters to help with this, 

and knowledge sharing between advisors and interpreters so that there can be clear communication to 

clients about the help available. Bi/multi-lingual advisors are also very valuable. 

2.3.5 What is the significance of the Children’s Centre’s role? 
Finally, this evaluation suggests some lessons around the value of the Children's Centre playing an 

active role in the scheme. Programmes that are seen as “embedded” in the community may be trusted 

more than those run by external organisations. The higher the level of Children’s Centre involvement, 

the more the scheme will benefit from the trust that is placed in that local organisation. As a project that 

is run through a close partnership between Thorpe Edge Advice Project and the Children's Centre, the 

Mortimer House scheme benefits greatly from people's trust in the centre. This suggests that other 

schemes could adopt a similar model, with the centre as either the leading agency or a core partner, 

playing a central role in the scheme's design and delivery.  

As well as trust, the centre can play an important part in raising awareness and promoting engagement. 

In the case of Mortimer House, the centre's other sessions and activities facilitate cross-engagement of 

centre clients. In addition, the staff and volunteers know the advisors personally, so when they make a 

referral or suggestion to a client, this seems more meaningful (unlike a referral to a faceless 

organisation). Other centres are likely to have similar circumstances, so can build on the same 

strengths. It is important to note that if an external organisation uses a Children's Centre merely as a 

one-off venue, many of these advantages will not appear. 
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3 Recommendations for policy 
This study suggests a range of recommendations for policy, for various different sectors. We present a 

range of general lessons and specific suggestions here, because the policy landscape around fuel 

poverty and energy is changing rapidly, and so recommendations need an element of flexibility. One 

possible future approach, as set out in DECC's recent consultation on proposals for a new fuel poverty 

strategy for England (DECC 2014a), is an area-based approach, so we briefly consider how different 

sectors could support this, and the potential role for Children's Centres. 

3.1 Local government 
Local authorities should aim to promote and support fuel poverty work through Children's Centres, and 

consider this in the design of any policies, programmes and funding streams. More specifically: 

 When commissioning for Children’s Centres in areas with high levels of fuel poverty, Local 

Authorities (LAs) should consider including explicit reference to undertaking work to address 

fuel poverty amongst families with children in the local area. 

 Facilitate networking and partnerships between local organisations such as Children's Centres, 

health agencies, charities and other service providers for the purposes of promoting fuel 

poverty assistance. 

 Help to raise awareness of existing schemes for fuel poor families, for example, through the LA 

website and publications. 

 Involve Children's Centres and their providers, where appropriate, in funding bids or 

competition submissions (e.g. to DECC) that they are developing on fuel poverty 

 In a future area–based approach to fuel poverty, play a key role as co-ordinators and deliverers 

of assistance. In doing this they could ensure the potential of Children's Centres in engaging fuel 

poor families is fulfilled, and they play an active role in scheme delivery. 

3.2 National government 
Government departments should aim to promote and support fuel poverty work through Children's 

Centres, and consider this in the design of any policies, programmes and funding streams. This naturally 

includes DECC, but also other departments with an interest in fuel poverty and families, including the 

Department of Health, Department for Education, Department of Work and Pensions, Department of 

Communities and Local Government and the Treasury. More specifically: 

 It is welcome that the latest fuel poverty strategy includes a renewed focus on families with 

children, recognising that 45% of households in poverty are families with children. It is 

important that the final strategy reflects this focus. 

 Promote and support the sustainable use of Children’s Centres (and other community based 

services) in fuel poverty assistance schemes. For example, if ECO were to become a fund, then 

some of this could be ring-fenced for projects delivered in partnership with community services 

such as Children’s Centres. If the obligation structure remains, then there could be a quota for 

delivery of measures to families with children, or alternatively, obligations could be quantified 

in terms of people (not households) benefiting from measures, with the effect of incentivising 

assistance to families. 

 Ensure Children's Centres are sustainably funded to deliver fuel poverty assistance, and do not 

provide excessive unpaid work to energy companies. Encourage companies to fairly 
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recompense intermediary charities/organisations, and inform these organisations about the 

possibilities for recompense. 

 Consider the potential role of Children's Centres in other policies and funding streams, such as 

health-focussed programmes (e.g. Warm Homes Healthy People) and support this role. The 

Department of Health already works extensively with Children’s Centres, so this is a good 

foundation for fuel poverty work. 

 Promote and support long-term fuel poverty referral networks, and facilitate networking and 

partnerships between organisations on the national scale, including health agencies, housing 

agencies, services for families and children, companies and charities. 

 Consider the role of Children's Centres in the design of any future area-based fuel poverty 

interventions. Other community hubs might also be valuable, and different hubs might work for 

other groups; e.g. libraries, churches and lunch clubs for older people. 

 The best way to ensure families with children receive fuel poverty assistance is to provide this 

automatically. The Warm Home Discount (WHD) is one crucial form of assistance, but because 

of lack of automatic entitlement and confusing eligibility criteria, many families in need of 

support miss out. The Government should move low income families with children to the core 

eligibility group for the WHD, so that the discount is applied automatically to their energy bill. 

3.3 Business and industry 
Companies involved in the energy industry, especially those with obligations to assist vulnerable 

customers, should aim to promote and support fuel poverty work through Children's Centres. This can 

be done as part of obligation schemes, or as part of wider corporate social responsibility. Specifically, 

they can: 

 Form partnerships with Children's Centres, which will help meet obligations in a cost effective 

way, and ensure support goes to those families who are most in need. This could include giving 

training to Children's Centre staff on topics such as measures and offers available, and eligibility 

criteria. 

 However, ensure Children's Centres are sustainably funded in supporting this work. Fairly 

recompense intermediary charities/organisations (e.g. for delivering referrals for the ECO), and 

inform organisations about the obligation and their value in fulfilling it. 

3.4 Third sector organisations 
Third sector organisations should aim to promote and support fuel poverty work through Children's 

Centres, and consider this in the design of any policies and programmes. This can apply to those directly 

involved in running Children's Centres, but also those involved in work on energy issues. Specifically: 

 Children's Centre providers can encourage and support their centres to offer fuel poverty advice 

and assistance, in order to improve the health and wellbeing of their clients. A key way to do 

this is to build partnerships with corporations and seek other sources of funding, in order to 

build a resource base. 

 Partnerships between different third sector organisations can be valuable on the national scale, 

and can also facilitate local partnerships. For example, organisations like Citizens' Advice could 

form partnerships with nationwide children's charities, which could form the basis of local joint 

projects. 
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 Children's charities can also help by providing training and information resources to centre staff 

to support fuel poverty work, and by publicising this work through their various 

communication channels.  

 Organisations that are focused on energy could consider working with Children's Centres, and 

especially doing this through long-term partnerships within which the centre plays an 

important role. 

 All third sector organisations could consider how they can help to create and strengthen 

referral networks for fuel poor families (including for the non-energy issues they face). 

Third sector organisations in general may choose to campaign, lobby or advocate on behalf of fuel poor 

families, and influence future policy. Within this, they can highlight the very serious impacts of fuel 

poverty on families and children, and the need for targeted assistance to address these. They can also 

demonstrate the role that could be played by Children's Centres, and encourage policy support for this.   

 

4 Summary 
This concluding Chapter has drawn together the findings of the two strands of data collection; the 

nationwide scheme review and the in-depth evaluation of the Bradford case study. The findings of these 

two strands are complementary, with similar themes emerging from both. However, the case study has 

allowed a deeper exploration of scheme delivery, including practical and logistical issues, and the 

perspectives of different stakeholders. Meanwhile, the nationwide review helps to highlight some ways 

in which schemes may differ from each other, and ways in which the Bradford scheme is and is not 

typical of the wider field. The implications of these findings have been presented in the form of specific 

and general recommendations to a range of relevant stakeholders. It is hoped that these lessons will be 

used to inform future policy and practice, and will help in the design and delivery of effective schemes 

to reach fuel poor families in future. 
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Appendix II – Mapping methodology 

Overview 
The maps and related spatial information presented in this report were prepared using Geographic 

Information Systems (GIS) software called Quantum GIS. The underlying data prepared is England-wide 

in scope and the results presented principally consist of: 

 Incidence of fuel poverty at lower super output area (LSOA) level in 2012 

 Incidence of fuel poverty amongst families with dependent children at LSOA level in 2012 

 Location of Children’s Centres by full postcode 

 Distance to nearest Children’s Centre for fuel poor families 

 Eligibility of LSOAs for Carbon Saving Community Obligation (CSCO) support 

The following datasets were used to prepare this information: 

Dataset What is it? Where is it? 

When was 
it 
published
? 

2011 lower layer 
super output 
areas (LSOA) 
boundary 

This is a map of LSOAs in England and Wales 
and enables the visual presentation of spatial 
data  

http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guid
e-
method/geography/products/cen
sus/spatial/2011/index.html  

2013 

2012 sub-
regional fuel 
poverty data: low 
income high 
costs indicator 

This dataset contains DECC’s estimates of fuel 
poverty (new definition) at LSOA level, 
accompanied by a methodology. 

https://www.gov.uk/government
/statistics/2012-sub-regional-
fuel-poverty-data-low-income-
high-costs-indicator  

2014 

2012 database of 
Children’s Centre 
addresses 

This database, provided by the Department 
for Education in response to a Freedom of 
Information request in 2012, contains the 
names, addresses and full postcodes of 
Children’s Centres in England. 

https://www.whatdotheyknow.c
om/request/list_of_surestart_an
d_childrens  

2012 

2011 Rural-Urban 
Classification for 
small area 
geographies 

This dataset contains the rural/urban 
classification by LSOA for England and Wales. 
There are eight classifications, ranging in 
density from Urban/Major conurbation/Less 
sparse to Rural/Village and dispersed/Sparse 

http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guid
e-
method/geography/products/are
a-classifications/2011-rural-
urban/index.html  

2013 

2012 English 
Housing Survey 

This dataset is the basis for official fuel 
poverty statistics for England. 

http://discover.ukdataservice.ac.
uk/series/?sn=200010 

2014 

2013 CSCO 
eligible LSOAs 

This dataset, produced by DECC but shared 
accessibly by the Centre for Sustainable 
Energy, is simply a list of LSOAs that are in the 
bottom 15% according to the income 
measure in the Index of Multiple Deprivation 

http://www.cse.org.uk/resources
/open-data/energy-company-
obligation-data- 

2012 

 

Predicting fuel poor families at LSOA level 
DECC’s sub-regional fuel poverty data only contains the total number and proportion of households in 

each LSOA that are fuel poor. In order to make a prediction of the number of fuel poor families in each 

LSOA, we combined DECC’s data with the 2011 Rural-Urban Classification by LSOA and the 2012 

English Housing Survey. 

http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/geography/products/census/spatial/2011/index.html
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/geography/products/census/spatial/2011/index.html
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/geography/products/census/spatial/2011/index.html
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/geography/products/census/spatial/2011/index.html
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/fuel-poverty-sub-regional-methodology-and-documentation
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/2012-sub-regional-fuel-poverty-data-low-income-high-costs-indicator
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/2012-sub-regional-fuel-poverty-data-low-income-high-costs-indicator
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/2012-sub-regional-fuel-poverty-data-low-income-high-costs-indicator
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/2012-sub-regional-fuel-poverty-data-low-income-high-costs-indicator
https://www.whatdotheyknow.com/request/list_of_surestart_and_childrens
https://www.whatdotheyknow.com/request/list_of_surestart_and_childrens
https://www.whatdotheyknow.com/request/list_of_surestart_and_childrens
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/geography/products/area-classifications/2011-rural-urban/index.html
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/geography/products/area-classifications/2011-rural-urban/index.html
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/geography/products/area-classifications/2011-rural-urban/index.html
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/geography/products/area-classifications/2011-rural-urban/index.html
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/geography/products/area-classifications/2011-rural-urban/index.html
http://discover.ukdataservice.ac.uk/series/?sn=200010
http://discover.ukdataservice.ac.uk/series/?sn=200010
http://www.cse.org.uk/resources/open-data/energy-company-obligation-data-
http://www.cse.org.uk/resources/open-data/energy-company-obligation-data-
http://www.cse.org.uk/resources/open-data/energy-company-obligation-data-
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The English Housing Survey data enables us to calculate the proportion of fuel poor households that are 

fuel poor families with dependent children, by both Rural-Urban Classification and English Region. We 

then applied the appropriate proportion to DECC’s sub-regional fuel poverty data for every LSOA 

(depending on the English Region and Rural-Urban Classification of each), giving us an admittedly 

crude spatial prediction of the number of fuel poor families across England. 

Working out distance to nearest Children’s Centre 
Every LSOA has a ‘population-weighted centroid’. This is the middle point of a LSOA shape, which takes 

the spatial distribution of the LSOA’s population into account. Using this point, and the point data of 

Children’s Centre locations, we employed the ‘distance matrix’ method in QGIS to work out the nearest 

Children’s Centre to every centroid. This enables us to predict that ‘X number of families’ are within ‘Y 

distance of a Children’s Centre. 

‘Jenks’ 
On our maps, each LSOA is shaded darker maps the greater the level of fuel poverty. We use five shades, 

each assigned to (say) a range of fuel poverty incidence, for example 14.5 to 23.5%. We have chosen to 

calculate the ranges in QGIS using the Jenks method – this works out where ‘natural’ breaks and 

groupings in the underlying data occur, and classifies the dataset accordingly. Jenks natural breaks 

optimisation was defined by George Jenks in 1967 as a “data clustering method designed to determine 

the best arrangement of values into different classes. This is done by seeking to minimize each class’s 

average deviation from the class mean, while maximizing each class’s deviation from the means of the 

other groups. In other words, the method seeks to reduce the variance within classes and maximize the 

variance between classes”7. The method was developed specifically for cartography and geographic 

information science. 

 

  

                                                             
7
 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jenks_natural_breaks_optimization  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jenks_natural_breaks_optimization
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Appendix III – Nationwide scheme review 

Review of energy work in The Children’s Society Children’s Centres 
This was done using telephone calls to all Children’s Society Children’s Centres (see Chapter 3). 42 

centres were called, and seven were able to provide information on whether they have done any fuel 

poverty work. Of these: 

 5 had done work on fuel poverty, 2 had not 

 3 had offered a one-off session, and 2 had offered repeated sessions 

 3 had offered dedicated advice sessions, 1 had offered advice within an existing session, and 1 

had offered a range of workshops and sessions.  

Comments by the centre staff included: 

The centre has a session called “play and share” where families are given information and daily tips, 

which does include parents commenting on how to save on household bills, and which companies to 

choose. In this session parents bring their children who play in the crèche and parents have time to 

share various ideas regarding everyday life. 

In 2013 this centre worked in partnership with a local energy company who came into the Children's 

Centre and spoke to families. The company offered them discounted rates for the first year and the 

opportunity to register and access deals through various energy companies. A lot of parents heard from 

the centre and word of mouth about this scheme, and encouraged other parents to attend the session. It 

was very popular and over 60 people joined the scheme. Feedback from parents said they felt very 

lucky to be able to join and save a lot of money on their bills. But this programme got less popular over 

time, as increasingly, families were already aware how to save on energy bills. 

We have had an advice session where families were given advice on how to stay warm and save on 

heating bills. Very high numbers of families attended. The centre would like to do more on fuel poverty, 

and help parents to gain more information on energy saving. 

 

We don’t currently work on fuel poverty, but I’m very interested in the idea of running fuel poverty 

sessions and think it would be a brilliant idea to bring these sessions into the centre. 

 

We have sessions regarding fuel poverty provided by “First choice homes” where families are given 

advice on energy saving, but these are not very popular. 

 

We have given fuel poverty advice through our family forums, but not through special sessions - we 

would like to look into this in future 

 

The Citizen’s Advice Bureau team have visited previously and has given advice to parents and families. 

Feedback was given and many parents took that on board. At our family forums parents have also 

mentioned ways to save on energy bills. 
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Review of schemes nationwide: overview 
To assemble information about schemes, the following pro forma was used. Where Children’s Centre(s) 

formed only a small part of a wider scheme, the aim was to gather as much information specifically 

about the Children’s Centre role as possible (so details of activities, promotion and so on may relate 

only to that part of the scheme). 

Project name  

 

Lead organisation and key partners  

 

Location  

 

Dates  

 

Target audience and aims  

 

Activities  

 

Promotion and engagement  

 

Funding source and amount  

 

Outcomes – quantitative (e.g. number of attendees)  

 

Key strengths and successes  

 

Key weaknesses or challenges  

 

Lessons learned or recommendations  

 

 

Schemes with basic information 
This pro forma was completed for every scheme using information available online. This resulted in the 

following pro formas, based only on online information. (For most of these, no information was 

available on the final four points, and so any empty cells at the bottom of each table are not shown). 
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Project name Energise 

Lead organisation 
and key partners 

Delivered by ecoACTIVE, funded by Sanctuary Housing's Community Initiatives Fund 

Location Hackney 

Dates Autumn 2011 onwards 

Target audience and 
aims 

Aims to reduce people’s fuel bills in the long term 

Activities Energise features a series of workshops that: review current energy use, look at the 
steps to cut waste, and make changes to help reduce fuel bills in the long term. 
Workshops have been held at two Children’s Centres (among other places). 

Promotion and 
engagement 

Online 

Funding source and 
amount 

Funded by Sanctuary Housing's Community Initiatives Fund 

 

Project name Advice (including energy advice) at Hillfields Children's Centre 

Lead organisation 
and key partners 

Hillfields Children's Centre 

Location Coventry 

Dates Summer 2013 

Target audience and 
aims 

Aimed to provide energy advice to people struggling with bills, as part of a wider 
advice service. 

Activities A member of the family support team has bookable appointments available on 
Monday and Wednesday afternoons for help and information with Energy Efficiency 
and Fuel Debt (among other things). 

Promotion and 
engagement 

Online 

 

Funding source and 
amount 

- 

 

Project name Hotspots Referral Scheme 

Lead organisation 
and key partners 

Originally, it was a partnership between Yorkshire Energy Services, West Yorkshire 
Local Authorities and organisations such as the Pensions Service and Fire Service. It 
was later relaunched by Leeds City Council. 

Location Leeds (originally West Yorkshire). 

Dates The scheme was re-launched by Leeds City Council from November 2010; it ran until at 
least April 2012. 

Target audience and 
aims 

The Hotspots Referral Scheme was set up to allow front line staff and volunteers to 
refer vulnerable households to energy efficiency grant/fuel bill advice as well as 
benefits advice and home fire safety checks. This addresses fuel poverty by increasing 
household energy efficiency, advising on fuel bills and maximising income. 
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Activities Front line staff and volunteers refer vulnerable households to energy efficiency 
grant/fuel bill advice (and other advice). Training has been given to Children's Centre 
staff and managers (among others).  

Promotion and 
engagement 

- 

Funding source and 
amount 

Leeds City Council provided funding. 

 

 

Project name NEA HEAT programme 

Lead organisation 
and key partners 

NEA Coventry, funded by Scottish Power Energy People 

Location Coventry 

Dates Apr 2008 - Mar 2009 

Target audience and 
aims 

Aimed to address fuel poverty among young parents. 

Activities Surestart in Coventry helped to co-ordinate a number of informal training and 
awareness raising sessions with young parents to help increase their knowledge of fuel 
poverty and understand ways for families to achieve affordable warmth. There were 
eight energy awareness surgeries, mainly held at Children’s Centres. 

Promotion and 
engagement 

Online 

Funding source and 
amount 

Funded by Scottish Power Energy People. 

 

Project name Ormiston Children & Families Trust – energy advice 

Lead organisation 
and key partners 

Ormiston Children & Families Trust 

Location Great Yarmouth 

Dates Apr/May/June 2012 

 

Target audience and 
aims 

Children’s Centre users were targeted with an advertisement. This stated its aims as: 
making a difference to young lives, keeping families warm and reducing fuel poverty 

Activities Energy advice was publicised in a Children’s Centre newsletter. It offered: 

 A personal energy efficiency and benefits healthcheck (home visits available) 

 Support, advice and information on how to reduce energy bills 

 Information on grants and payments and how to claim them 

 Support in dealing with energy suppliers 

Promotion and 
engagement 

Energy advice was publicised in a Children’s Centre newsletter (which is available 
online) 

Funding source and 
amount 

- 
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Project name Otley Citizens’ Advice Bureau (CAB) energy advice scheme 

Lead organisation 
and key partners 

Otley CAB, backed by Otley Children’s Centre and Otley Action for Older People 

Location Otley 

Dates Announced in November 2013 (as a continuation of a previous scheme) as running 
until April 2014. 

Target audience and 
aims 

To help vulnerable residents cope with energy bills 

Activities Tuesday morning sessions (9.30am to 12.30pm) offering advice on energy bills, tariffs 
and suppliers, as well as assistance to people struggling with debt, or benefit losses.  

Promotion and 
engagement 

Online 

Funding source and 
amount 

Funded by £4,000 from Otley Council (from November 2013) as well as earlier council 
funding 

Lessons learned or 
recommendations 

In the second phase (from November 2012) it was decided to broaden the scope of the 
sessions from being purely about heating bills to also include advice on benefit 
changes and debt issues. 

 

Project name RHL advice sessions 

Lead organisation 
and key partners 

RHL (a charity and social enterprise focussed on health issues). Funded by Ebico and 
Rushmoor Borough Council. 

Location Hampshire 

Dates  Ongoing 

Target audience and 
aims 

Aims to help people cope with energy bill problems, debt, disputes with energy 
companies and tariffs, and access possible sources of financial help. 

Activities Two mornings a week there are advice sessions (one-to-one) at Children’s Centres 
(and other locations). RHL offers a free of charge advice service. 

Promotion and 
engagement 

Online 

Funding source and 
amount 

Funded by Ebico and Rushmoor Borough Council. 

 

Project name Energy Advice Surgery at St Michael's Children's Centre 

Lead organisation 
and key partners 

St Michael's Children's Centre 

Location Bedworth, Warwickshire 

Dates July 2013 

Target audience and 
aims 

Aimed to provide energy advice to people struggling with bills. 

Activities A free drop in session with impartial advice on: Making your home more efficient; How 
to reduce your energy bills; How to keep your home warm and free of damp and 
mould; Financial support and grants availability; switching energy suppliers. 
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Promotion and 
engagement 

Online 

 

Funding source and 
amount 

- 

 

Project name Suffolk Warm Homes Healthy People 

Lead organisation 
and key partners 

Suffolk County Council and a wide range of delivery partners, especially voluntary and 
community organisations (e.g. CAB and AgeUK) 

Location Suffolk 

Dates Over three winters, from 2011 – 2013 

Target audience and 
aims 

To reduce the impact of cold weather on vulnerable households, and specifically: 
To reduce excess winter deaths (EWDs) due to cold housing  
To deal with vulnerable householders in fuel‐debt  
To improve thermal comfort in poor housing  
To work with local partners especially voluntary and community sectors  
To supplement other national and local funding sources  
To target the most vulnerable and be consistent with the Cold Weather Plan  
 
The project was primarily aimed at people on low income, or over 60 years of age, or 
with children or with disabilities. 

Activities A wide range of services were provided, some involving Children’s Centres. 

The Health Liaison Officers promoted the services on offer through Children Centres 
across Suffolk. There were “Surviving Winter days” which Children's Centres helped to 
set up. Lowestoft and Stowmarket, in particular have high levels of deprivation, 
especially for families with young children. The Health Liaison Officers organised 
sessions within the specialist children`s centres in both towns which are managed by 
NHS and County Council.  

Promotion and 
engagement 

The Health Liaison Officers promoted the services through Children’s Centres across 
Suffolk.  

Funding source and 
amount 

Department of Health’s Warm Homes Healthy People Fund. £315,000 was secured in 
December 2012.  

Outcomes – 
quantitative (e.g. 
number of 
attendees) 

There were 17 visits to Children’s centres. 

In a survey sent to all recipients of assistance, all respondents said they found out 
about the programme from their doctor or health worker. A number said they were 
told about it at their Children's Centre. 

Key strengths and 
successes 

A strength was the flexible approach, and connections with multiple partners to help 
engage vulnerable people. 

 

Project name Energy@Home Project, Energy Advice Project and other work with Children’s Centres 

Lead organisation 
and key partners 

Talking Money (formerly Bristol Debt Advice Centre) 

Location Bristol 

Dates The Energy@Home project ran from September 2010 to August 2013. The Energy 
Advice Project is currently running. 
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Target audience and 
aims 

Aim to help people struggling with energy bills. 

Activities The Energy Advice Project offers tailored workshops or presentations to groups of 
clients or front-line workers, in addition to informal coffee mornings to existing activity 
groups. 

The Energy@Home Project offered Energy Awareness advice at community run 
events, stay and play sessions and coffee mornings. These open access sessions were 
designed to assist clients who need less help by answering any questions that they 
may have. In addition, these sessions provided another route whereby clients could 
access one-to-one support and home visits. It predominantly targeted families at Sure 
Start Children Centre stay and plays. 
 
Advice sessions have been held at Saplings, Drove and Moredon Children’s Centres. 

Promotion and 
engagement 

Online 

Funding source and 
amount 

The Energy@Home Project was funded by Ebico Trust for Sustainable Energy. 

 

 

Schemes with detailed information 
In addition, all the pro formas were sent to representatives of the schemes to invite their input, in 

particular on those categories where no information was available online. Ten responses were received, 

resulting in the following pro formas, containing detailed information. (Italicised text represents 

questions written on the pro forma by the researchers, for the respondent to answer). 

Project name Act On Energy advice surgeries 

Lead organisation 
and key partners 

Act on Energy is funded by a Service Level Agreement with the Local Authority (LA). 

Location Programme covers Warwickshire, Worcestershire, Coventry and Solihull.  

Dates July - August 2013 

Target audience and 
aims 

To promote energy conservation by providing free and impartial advice to 
householders and small businesses in Warwickshire, Worcestershire, Coventry, Solihull 
and surrounding areas. 

Activities and 
Centre’s role 

Drop-in surgeries offering free advice on energy efficiency/affordable warmth.  

The Children's Centre promoted this project to its service users in advance and also on 
the day by encouraging people to get one to one advice. 

Promotion and 
engagement 

Online. Promotion in the Children's Centres through posters, fliers and word of mouth. 

Funding source and 
amount 

Act on Energy is funded by a Service Level Agreement with the LA. 

Outcomes – 
quantitative (e.g. 
number of 
attendees) 

4 events at a Children's Centre (Southam and District). The average number of people 
seen for each event was 19. Many of these people took extra copies of information 
leaflets to pass onto family and friends so the advice reaches much further than just 
the individual. 

Key strengths and 
successes 

The strengths are that one to one advice has proven to be very effective in the past. 
The individual cases can be discussed in detail to provide assistance. In addition staff at 
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the centre can be provided with advice and information that they can continue to pass 
on to parents in the following months.  

Key weaknesses or 
challenges 

There are some issues in getting parents to engage with us particularly where there 
are language difficulties or a lack of confidence to discuss the issues. It can also 
sometimes be hard to discuss quite confidential subjects in a busy centre. However 
there are a number of ways to get around this. 

Lessons learned or 
recommendations 

Since this, have you worked with Children's Centres again? Why/ why not? 

Yes we have. We have realised they are a good location to work in particularly when 
they are in the areas of highest need. We try to target our work as much as possible to 
ensure it has the greatest possible impact. 

Other related 
projects 

Act on Energy has delivered similar advice sessions across Coventry as part of the 
Keeping Coventry Warm project to get advice and information to parents of young 
families. 

 

Project name Blackpool Counter Attack 

Lead organisation 
and key partners 

Partnership between NHS Blackpool, Blackpool Council, Age Concern and The Scottish 
Power Energy People Trust. 

Location Blackpool 

Dates 2006 

Target audience and 
aims 

The project sought to identify and understand the assumed barriers preventing 
vulnerable Blackpool residents from achieving warm, decent homes, exploring the 
links between cold related/exacerbated ill health and poor conditions in the home and 
providing remedial measures where required. 

Activities Action research project using referrals from various partners. Remedial actions 
involved ‘active’ referral to a wide range of services and measures across the 
statutory, voluntary and community sectors, including installations.  

Promotion and 
engagement 

Can you add details, especially of the Children's Centres’ roles? 

Children’s Centres did not play a specific role in any part of the project however I 
referred vulnerable families to them where I identified they could benefit from their 
services and I conducted a few joint visits with one of their outreach workers. I also 
produced and distributed some factsheets funded by NHS, detailing how to switch 
energy suppliers, how to escalate complaints to appropriate independent watchdog, 
how to access special tariffs/ schemes for disabled customers, details of energy 
efficiency schemes locally and nationally with basic eligibility rules. I provided these 
factsheets to Children’s Centres as well as local authority outreach workers. The NHS 
provided them to all their community based workers.  

Funding source and 
amount 

The project was funded by The Scottish Power Energy People Trust with management 
support/administrative costs covered by 

Blackpool Council. Additional funding was provided mid-way through the project by 
NHS Blackpool Primary Care Trust. 

£45,00 total plus £5,000 for factsheets research and production costs. 

They also provided matched funding for the local authority Winter Warmth service 
which was a by product of the project providing assistance to vulnerable residents 
faced with boiler breakdowns etc. 

Outcomes – 
quantitative (e.g. 

Can you add details, specifically on the outcomes of the Children’s Centres’ role? 
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number of 
attendees or 
referrals) 

No. They were not actively involved in this project. 

 

Key strengths and 
successes 

Can you add details, especially on the Children’s Centres’ roles? 

Children’s Centres did not play an active role in the project only contacts are as 
detailed previously. 

Key strengths were the partnership working which provided holistic support to 
residents and positive service development which reacted timeously as issues were 
identified. 

Key successes were methodology which secured public participation in the project and 
identification of the key issues preventing vulnerable residents from achieving 
adequate thermal comfort. 

Key weaknesses or 
challenges 

Delays in commencing the project following recruitment difficulties which resulted in 
the timeframe being compressed into 27 months rather than the three years planned. 
Most significant challenge was eliciting the support and referrals from health 
professionals. 

Lessons learned or 
recommendations 

Lessons learned are fully detailed in the end project report. Children’s Centres were 
not actively involved. 

 

Project name 
  

 Brighton and Hove Warm Homes Healthy People Programme (WHHP) 

Lead organisation 
and key partners 

The Brighton and Hove Warm Homes Healthy People Programme is led by Brighton 
and Hove City Council and is a partnership between the Council Public Health and 
Housing departments, Brighton and Hove Clinical Commissioning Group (CCG) and the 
local Community and Voluntary Sector. 

Location Brighton and Hove 

Dates 2011 to present 

Project description Each winter, all Children's Centres in Brighton and Hove are sent WHHP leaflets and 
room thermometer cards with advice on keeping warm and well and contact details of 
pertinent local and national services. During the WHHP Programme 2013-14, one of 
the outreach community workshops was delivered to a Children's Centre group in a 
deprived locality.  

Promotion and 
engagement 

The evaluation of the 2012/13 scheme notes that clients were referred from a range 
of frontline agencies engaging with vulnerable residents, including a Children's Centre. 
Leaflets and thermometer cards were distributed to Children's Centres among other 
locations. 

Funding source and 
amount 

Funded for two years by the Department of Health ‘Warm Homes Healthy People’ 
initiative. There is now a smaller programme funded by Brighton and Hove City Council 
Public Health department. 

Lessons learned or 
recommendations 

During the WHHP Programme 2013-14, one of the outreach community workshops 
was delivered to a Children's Centre. There is a summary of that session below, 
provided by Brighton Peace and Environment Centre who ran the session: 
 
Roundabout Children’s Centre, Whitehawk 
 
Toddler group: 25 parents and grandparents, many toddlers. 
 
This was a different way of approaching a workshop at a toddler group. It was well 
attended but I had to adapt the format for the setting. I had a display of resources – 
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having some which toddlers were able to play with and others out of reach and stayed 
for the 2 hour session. I was able to speak to parents individually whilst they watched 
over their child. 
 
Issues discussed again brought up concerns about living in damp and mould conditions 
in private sector housing with little action from managing agents. One mother 
reported a concern for her child with chest conditions. Draughts were also a common 
complaint and I was able to give away simple draft-proofing tools. 
 
The other issue which arose with this group was that a number were paying for energy 
with a meter and felt that this was more expensive and that it wasn’t always clear 
“where the money was going sometimes”. For example, one family were away for a 
couple of weeks and the money they had put in the meter had been used up by the 
time they got back. They questioned the efficiency and effectiveness of this way of 
paying for energy costs. 

 

Project name Community Energy Plus’ Warm Me Up! project 

Lead organisation 
and key partners 

Community Energy Plus  

The project works collaboratively with a number of other organisations and projects 
running within the county, but there are no official project partners. 

Location Covering the whole of Cornwall 

Dates December 2009: pilot project 

October 2010 – 2013: Big Lottery funded delivery period 

Target audience 
and aims 

Audience is vulnerable households living in or at risk of fuel poverty in Cornwall 

 

Activities and 
Centre’s role 

The Active Network Teams project within the Warm Me Up! programme started in April 
2009 and provided training for frontline workers. 6 Children's Centres hosted events to 
highlight help available through Community Energy Plus (help to access free or 
discounted loft and cavity wall insulation and advice).  

Were any Children's Centre workers trained? 

I don’t believe any Children's Centre staff were trained, although we have provided 
training for Action for Children staff, children’s social care and community champions. 
The Looe Children's Centre provided a training venue for members of the Locality Team. 
At the initial stages of the project we used a couple of Children's Centres as bases for 
advice surgeries and the centres were very helpful in promoting these. Unfortunately the 
take-up was very poor and I consider this likely to be because households have felt 
uncomfortable discussing these matters in this environment. It has been a similar issue 
with other community venues. We have had an exceptionally high take-up for home 
visits and a number of these have been as a result of Children's Centres and workers 
making referrals or providing families with our contact details. 

Promotion and 
engagement 

Online. Newspaper articles, GP surgeries, community newsletters, frontline workers, 
housing provider newsletters 

Funding source and 
amount 

Big Lottery funded for three year delivery 

Outcomes – 
quantitative (e.g. 
number of 
attendees) 

Six events at Children's Centres 
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Key strengths and 
successes 

We have worked with the Bude parenting group based in local schools to hold energy 
and bill sessions within their regular workshops, which were providing a range of 
activities and information. These were small groups and took the form of informal 
discussions. These did help to get useful information to households who were able to act 
on it. Word of mouth then meant advice was passed onto friends and families. We 
received additional referrals through this route. 

Key weaknesses or 
challenges 

While this is an issue affecting large numbers of households, there is still a reluctance to 
discuss personal and financial details outside of a home environment. As home visits can 
take over one hour and with only one caseworker and one project manager available full 
time, this reduces the number of households that can be supported. Children’s Centres 
provide an ideal venue as they are already well used and trusted. The challenge is to 
establish a setting or service which meets families’ needs and will be well used. 

Lessons learned or 
recommendations 

The take-up of advice surgeries at Children's Centres was poor and overall there seemed 
limited enthusiasm from staff and clients to hold additional activities on site. Any future 
project would need to be developed with centre staff and clients to provide a more 
tailored service, meeting specific needs. 

Many of the households receiving home visits were families with young children. There is 
obviously a need to be met. The Children's Centres have a better understanding of their 
clients’ needs and how best to shape a service families will engage with. 

Other related 
projects 

In Feb 2014, CEP gave an energy session through a project called SEEDS, at a Children’s 
Centre (The Lighthouse Centre, Falmouth). CEP held an Energy Best Deal session, to help 
households understand their energy bills and use, how to save energy in the home, 
comparing different energy deals and tariffs, and how to switch suppliers. 10 people 
attended this session. 

 

Project name Energy Solutions – various projects 

Lead organisation 
and key partners 

Energy Solutions (a non-profit organisation working on energy awareness and fuel 
poverty) 

Location Mostly London. “Fuel Poor Families” is based in NW6 and NW10. 

Dates Various dates. “Fuel Poor Families” runs from May 2014 for 12 months. 

Target audience and 
aims 

Various projects have been run, with the aims of promoting energy awareness in 
schools, supporting local communities and households with warmer home strategies 
and fighting fuel poverty. These include Fuel Poor Families (which aims to advise fuel 
poor families with children) and a project for Ebico aimed mainly at identifying fuel 
poor households, but also at developing outreach work. 

Activities Various activities, including: 

- Referring households for ECO support 
- Surgery type events, including at a Children’s Centre 
- Home visits 

 
For the Ebico project we ran a standard event, and used a Children’s Centre as the 
venue, because a staff member knew the Children’s Centre manager. 

For “Fuel Poor Families” we are considering using Children’s Centres, but have not 
decided how - probably a few centres, with repeated events.  

Promotion and 
engagement 

Most of our fuel poverty referrals come through a network we’ve established over 10 
years, including GPs and the 3rd sector.  

Energy debt and bills are the main reason people contact us.  
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We have found it much easier to reach the over 60s than families - families don’t seem 
to access services as readily. 

Funding source and 
amount 

“Fuel Poor Families” has around £46 000 from Scottish Power. 

Outcomes – 
quantitative (e.g. 
number of 
attendees) 

- 

 

Key strengths and 
successes 

- We need to go where families are already accessing support, and that can be 
Children’s Centres. 

- Regular events are valuable - you can have a regular advert, and knowledge 
builds up. It’s good to have surgeries but they need to be regular, every 
month, not one-off events. 

- People can bring their energy bills to events if they are held regularly and they 
know in advance.  

- Children’s Centres give an opportunity to bring different services together. 
- We have a network and we refer people on for other help if they have other 

problems besides energy issues. 

Key weaknesses or 
challenges 

- The Ebico project delivered one event at a Children's Centre (not the planned 
15) – the plans may have been rather ambitious, and outreach was not the 
key focus. 

- At one-off surgery-type events, low turnout is often a problem.  
- Targeting the fuel poor is very hard (and HHCRO does not align well with the 

fuel poverty definition). We want to “triage” people in order to refer them to 
the right help. Many energy problems are actually financial management 
problems, arrears or debt. But to assess whether someone is fuel poor you 
need to know their income and SAP rating. By the time you’ve found those 
out, you’ve done most of the work. For income, you have to see documents, 
so it’s probably a home visit. For SAP, it’s an EPC. We need a quick simple 
triage tool.  

Lessons learned or 
recommendations 

- The ECO environment is changing fast, with referrals now attracting lower 
fees (which may not cover costs), and a slower rate of installations. 

- Many people don’t like talking about personal information in a public setting, 
they prefer to do it at home. Home visits are also good because vulnerable 
people often don’t access services and online support. Signposting isn’t 
enough. At home it is easier to talk and they are more likely to actually take 
up the help, compared to a desk in a public space. One good route is to use 
public places as a first point of contact, but then follow up with home visits. 
However, these are intensive and time consuming. 

- The Hills definition of fuel poverty gives an indication of how deep fuel 
poverty is – that could be useful for targeting the most vulnerable. 

- Clients don’t see themselves as “fuel poor”, and if they trust you they will tell 
you about many different problems, not just energy ones. There can be 
mission creep - where do you draw the line? We need more integrated 
services and partnerships - Children’s Centres can play a part in this, by 
bringing different services together. 

 

 

 

Project name Centre for Sustainable Energy (CSE) – work with families (various projects) 

Lead organisation Centre for Sustainable Energy (sometimes in partnership with local organisations, local 
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and key partners advice charities such as Talking Money and community groups) 

Location Mainly Bristol and Somerset area 

Dates Various 

Target audience and 
aims 

A range of projects have aimed to assist families in fuel poverty. These include 
Warming Bristol Communities (which includes some specific support for the Somali 
community), North Somerset Warm Families and a Less is More a Demand Side 
Management trial in Weston-super-Mare (both with vulnerable and deprived 
communities) and Keep Warm in Bristol and Warm and Healthy Bristol (both focussed 
on health outcomes; the latter targeting children with asthma). 

Activities Projects have involved a range of activities including: 

- Home visits 
- Advice surgeries, including some at children’s or community centres 
- Referrals from and to other relevant organisations 
- A telephone advice line 

 
These are often used in combination; for example, a centre surgery can be followed up 
by a home visit. One set of surgeries included activities for children such as making 
draught-snakes, while parents took part in the advice session. 

Promotion and 
engagement 

A wide range of tools have been used, including sending text messages to council 
tenants to inform them of a local advice surgery. Referrals from professionals 
embedded in the community, such as nurses and social workers, are the most effective 
form of engagement. 

Funding source and 
amount 

Various sources, including the Big Lottery (for Warming Bristol Communities); Scottish 
Power Energy People Trust (for Warm and Healthy Bristol) and Department of Health 
Warm Homes Healthy People Fund (for Keep Warm in Bristol) 

Outcomes – 
quantitative (e.g. 
number of 
attendees) 

Not available 

 

Key strengths and 
successes 

 Warming Bristol Communities used a Somali speaking energy advisor (he was 
an interpreter originally). There is far more demand than resource for 
Somalis. This success is because we have worked there, using a local 
community centre, over a sustained period of time. We got several pieces of 
funding and kept it going. This has been hugely successful because a project 
worker has very strong connections in the area. 

 Text messages have worked better than leaflets or door-knocking in raising 
awareness of an event. 

 Compared to a non-energy focused advice organisations we do more detailed 
case work and have more in-depth knowledge. Also, we can feed into policy. 

 We work with many partners, e.g. local organisations and community groups, 
and Care and Repair who do household works. The Warm and Healthy Bristol 
project will use nurses, because they understand about chaotic lives and are 
listened to by clients. We participate in a Somerset referral network – though 
we’d like to do more of this kind of work. 

Key weaknesses or 
challenges 

 The sustainability of funding is a challenge, especially given that long term 
work is most effective. 

 The Demand Side Management trial in Weston-super-Mare is on a deprived 
estate. We are not of that community, so it was challenging - we were 
parachuting in, not embedded. It’s hard to attract people to events, so we 
need to find other ways of reaching them.  

 North Somerset Warm Families aimed to help the most marginalised, low 
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income people. But many had multiple problems – alcohol or substance 
abuse, domestic violence, mental health, low literacy and numeracy – they 
had chaotic lives. This makes it very hard to engage with people - how can 
they focus on energy? Giving generalist advice is very difficult, because 
there’s so much to cover. Also, our advisors are trained in energy advice, but 
not things like dealing with a client’s mental health problems or domestic 
abuse. We do refer people to other sources of help where appropriate 
although this type of judgement call is in itself challenging. 

 Often vulnerable people just aren’t going to Children’s Centres. Middle class 
people may go instead; more socially mobile mums who are keen to ensure 
their children get the best start. This can put off low income parents – as they 
don’t feel they fit in with other users. However, this may vary between 
children centres. 

 GPs and Clinical Commissioning Groups can be difficult to work with. It’s often 
more effective to work with nurses within the community. 

 For Warm and Healthy Bristol, targeting asthma sufferers would be hard in a 
mixed group like a Children's Centre. 

Lessons learned or 
recommendations 

 Language is a vital barrier to overcome, and this can be challenging; e.g. 
Somali has no words for damp and mould. A standard interpreter will not 
understand the subtleties that energy advice requires. 

 We have had particular success where we have worked with one community 
over a sustained period of time, becoming known and trusted. It’s important 
to be embedded – as in our Somali community work. Local connections and 
the personal links of team members are also valuable.  

 Text messages are better than leaflets or door-knocking. CESP areas have 
reached saturation point, with maybe a hundred leaflets having been 
delivered to each house. Those people hate door-knockers!  

 Children’s Centres can be a way in. But they are even better if used in 
combination with professional referrals e.g. from a social worker or nurse. 
This means you get more of the client’s mental bandwidth and they are more 
likely to act. Just turning up at a centre means you go to them “cold”. A 
referral tells them: you need this, for these reasons. 

 It’s vital to have the right messenger, right message and right place. 

 Advice surgeries are best when there’s a single point of intervention i.e. 
focussed around warm homes discount rather than general advice. Some are 
very busy and chaotic. The Somali surgeries could have 100 people, with kids - 
it’s full on. A ticketing system might be needed. 

 We’ve wanted to do 2 home visits for each person, but have never got 
funding for this. We want to do more face to face work. One meeting isn’t 
enough when you have new things to tell someone and they don’t know you. 
However, funders often want large numbers of homes to be visited. They look 
for easily measurable outcomes, rather than deeper understanding. A 
problem is most projects don’t have funding for real learning and evaluation. 
They focus on simple data like attendance, but not effectiveness. We want to 
focus more on learning in future.  
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Project name The Footprint Trust- Energetic project 

Lead organisation 
and key partners 

The Footprint Trust, a registered education charity.  

 

Location Isle of Wight 

Dates 2010 saw the start of the Monergy work-outs as part of our Energetic project – fueline 
for families. It continues to this day. Funding has been from a number of sources, and 
we have incorporated this successful initiative into all our energy work.  

Target audience and 
aims 

Energy efficiency project aimed at younger people, especially young families, and 
young people leaving home or leaving care. Aims to give people skills to understand 
their utility bills and running costs of appliances, get better deals, reduce fuel and 
water debt.  

 We give guidance and information and never advice. 

Activities Monergy Workshops, sometimes called “work-outs”, held at Children’s Centres and 
other places. Other venues have included a community cafe, a school, community 
centres, conferences, health centre, social clubs and CAB. Not yet carried out one in a 
pub, but would be willing to! 

We contacted the Children’s Centres and offered the free workshops. They then 
promoted the workshop to their clients, volunteers and staff. It is worth noting that 
many employees and volunteers within the Island’s Children’s Centres are on a very 
low income, and also in fuel poverty. (Fuel poverty being defined as those households 
spending more than 10% of their income on fuel for their homes.) 

Our workshops are light-hearted and only last 50 minutes. They cover the cost of 
running appliances and then some practical tips on saving money. We leave people 
with a worksheet and some basic info along with our contact details for home visits.  

The free training is run by The Footprint Trust staff, who are experienced energy 
advisors. The Centres provide free accommodation. 

We also offer tailored guidance in home visits to young families - showing them how to 
use their appliances to best effect.  

Promotion and 
engagement 

Mentioned in local press and radio, Facebook, Footprint Trust website, news websites, 
details in local libraries and Family Information Zone. 

The Footprint Trust also promoted the workshops directly to their clients; people met 
at home visits, or at events.  

The Centre staff promoted it to parents and carers, volunteers and staff via posters, 
leaflets, newsletters and word of mouth. 

Funding source and 
amount 

The Footprint Trust initially received funding for the Energetic project in 2010 from a 
charitable trust. Part of that family-orientated energy project was to launch and 
deliver Monergy workshops aimed at young people 16 to 25, but not excluding 
anyone. So successful was the concept that Monergy workshops are now part of any 
bid we do relating to energy efficiency. The Learning & Skills Council, Skills Funding 
Agency, My Life A Full Life (IW NHS Trust) Isle of Wight Council, Social landlords have 
helped fund the initiative. We cost the workshops at £140 per delivery. The average 
workshop is attended by 8 people, who save on average about £200. 

Outcomes – 
quantitative (e.g. 
number of 

Since 2010 we have run 35 small workshops involving over 300 people. This figure 
does not include a conference where we presented the workshop to 300 social 
landlord tenants. We estimate that the total predicted save per annum of those 
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attendees) 

 

attending is £200. 600 x £200 = £120,000 

These have been delivered in five Children’s Centres and other venues.  

Key strengths and 
successes 

The success is measured by the many positive comments received from those 
attending. Those coming along fill out survey forms and record their predicted money 
savings. People have also given free response comments to Children’s Centre staff. 
These have been used in an Ofsted report.  

“We had great feedback from the last session at the Children's Centre.  

I have just completed our Ofsted Self Evaluation form which was submitted to 
the Local Authority this week. I included the following information: 

Achieve Economic Well-being 

One family we identified in living in a 30% LSOA requiring the support said, 
‘Thank you so much for letting us know about the Warm Home Discount 
Scheme, we always struggle with the cost of fuel due to being on a key 
meter. We worry that our little boy is sometimes cold because we can’t afford 
to keep the heating on. We were provided with £130 which we put on our 
electric key. Now we don’t have to worry so much about putting the heating 
on.’  

One parent that attended the Footprint Trust Monergy session held at the 
Children’s Centre thanked us for inviting her. She said, ‘As a result of 
attending the Monergy meeting at the Children's Centre I have now been 
assisted by the Footprint Trust with my energy bills and am saving £100 per 
month. This has changed my life so much for the better and I am really very 
grateful to the Children’s Centre for inviting me’. As a result of targeting 
families who we knew have struggled financially to the Monergy workshop, it 
has had a positive impact on their financial strain and improved emotional 
well-being.  

A parent said, ‘Thank you for inviting me, I attended the workshop and found 
it interesting. I agreed to a home visit from the Footprint Trust and was 
amazed at how helpful they were. One bit of advice was not to leave the 
microwave on which has a clock, as this will save me £30-£40 per year. I 
also put foil behind my radiators to stop the heat from going into the walls. I 
was also provided with a new cooker as the last one was very unsafe, the 
glass door kept falling out and I was worried about my daughter being 
injured. I was also provided with £130 for my fuel bills and I have really 
noticed a difference with my fuel bills since I have made changes.’ 

Kind Regards,  

Children's Centre Lead Practitioner 

Ventnor Children's Centre” 

People have liked the informal and comedic presentations and interactions, which 
make up the Monergy workshops. Many of those attending received an appalling 
education in Isle of Wight’s notorious failing schools. Many people of the Island have 
very poor literacy and numeracy skills. Ironic that they have now received some 
practical skills from non-teachers! 

We regularly work with all the Children's Centres on the Island. The Children's Centres 
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on the Isle of Wight are very proactive and successful at reaching those in poverty. We 
have very good communication and help from Children's Centres. Out of all the groups 
we work with they are the best at reaching the 'hard to reach'. They regularly refer 
people to us for help and welcome our workshops, which are open to clients, staff and 
volunteers.  We refer young parents and carers to them and they refer people to us.  

An evaluation of another Footprint programme, called Warmer Wight (which involved 
visits to Children’s Centres, among other activities), noted the following strengths: 

 Trusted, local organisation with real commitment to the local community  

 Knowledge of, and relationships with, local contractors, suppliers and 
installers  

 Extensive knowledge of other local schemes and initiatives (so extra practical 
help can be provided; e.g. draught excluders, radiator reflective foil and heavy 
curtains for draughty windows). 

Key weaknesses or 
challenges 

Initially we had some challenges in getting other organisations to promote and support 
Monergy. But once we had run a couple of the workshops, word spread. Many of our 
younger clients, in fuel poverty, have a negative attitude to learning, having had bad 
experiences at school. We avoid words like maths, numeracy or learning. We just talk 
about saving money and skills to understand bills. This has helped reach the ‘hard to 
reach’ who otherwise would shun ‘education.’  

Lessons learned or 
recommendations 

We have had many years of experience in reaching ‘hard to reach’ people, and applied 
this to the Monergy concept. We go where people go, we don’t expect them to come 
to us. We are happy to run workshops at weekends, in the evenings and fit in with 
people’s lifestyles, the same applies to home visits.  

We welcome children at our workshops and involve them in the ‘Play Your Monergy 
Cards Right’ game! Based on Bruce’s “Play Your Cards Right!” 

Workshops such as this are best delivery by people with very good people skills and an 
understanding of people who may not fit in with mainstream education. A sense of 
humour and an understanding of the issues around fuel poverty is a must. An 
embedded knowledge of energy/water efficiency and practical low and no-cost 
solutions is also paramount.  

We know that the Monergy concept works and feel that rolling this out nationally 
would empower people on low income. It would give people the skills and confidence 
to understand energy matters. As a by-product numeracy skills would be improved.  

The only thing that may be an issue in the future is funding for the MONERGY 
workshops. 

In general, Footprint’s experience supports the involvement of partner agencies as a 
referral mechanism: schools, children’s centres and having stalls in public places offer 
the best prospects for engaging the target groups. 

 

 

Project name “Making the most of your money” course 

Lead organisation 
and key partners 

CHS Group (housing and social care provider), Cambridgeshire Council and local 
Children’s Centres 

Location Cambridgeshire 

Dates  From September 2013 - July 2013 and from September 2013 – July 2014  

Target audience and Aims to help people living on a low income to make the most of their money. 
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aims 

Activities Free 6 week course on how to make the most of your money (two hours a week).  

Week 4 covers: Energy efficiency, saving money by switching energy supplier or energy 
tariff and using the internet to save money.  

Most sessions are held at various Children’s Centres (CCs). 

Promotion and 
engagement 

Through promotion by Family Workers in Children’s Centres to families who are felt 
would benefit from the course, word of mouth, emails to parents who attend CC’s, 
leaflets, flyers, posters etc. 

Funding source and 
amount 

Funded by Cambridgeshire County Council through their Community Learning Trust 
funding and the Skills Funding Agency. Funding based on number of learners and 
‘guided learner hours’.  

Outcomes – 
quantitative (e.g. 
number of 
attendees) 

 

2013-2014 – Six full courses delivered. 45 learners attended.  

2013 – 2104 – Eleven full courses, of which two are still running. Several one off Follow 
Up workshops (3 months after original course end) to check on further progress. 

Learners attending the course so far in this year = c. 80. Many of these will also attend 
the one off Follow Up Workshop.  

Key strengths and 
successes 

1) We are usually delivering a course to learners who are well known to the CC 
staff. They may have already attended courses at the CC so are more open to 
attending something new and outside their comfort zone.  

2) CC staff are aware of the learner’s needs and their vulnerabilities. They may be 
aware that they are having financial difficulties and specifically refer them on 
to the Money course as they know that this will help them.  

3) Over the 6 week course the learners begin to change their attitudes and 
behaviours around money and work on their ‘Personal Money Matters 
Learning Goal’.  

4) On the Final Evaluation Form the learners describe what has changed in their 
life as a result of attending the course. This varies and includes: budgeting, 
discussing finances with their partner for the first time, using a spending diary 
to see where their money goes, shopping with a list and being more careful, 
cooking on a budget, opening a savings account, dealing with their debts, 
changing energy supplier or tariff to save money, looking into using Freecycle 
to obtain free items, checking their benefits, etc.  

5) Many learners at the Children’s Centres have very young children, so are not in 
a position to consider going back to work as yet, but all want to improve their 
lives and themselves. They aspire for their children’s lives to be better than 
their own, and are keen to put in the effort to achieve this. This is why the 
Money course is so relevant at this point in their lives.  

Key weaknesses or 
challenges 

1) We depend heavily on Children’s Centres to recruit learners. The success of 
this recruitment is variable. Some CC’s are able to recruit up to 12 learners, but 
some only manage 3. The average is 7.  

2) Due to the nature of being a parent of young children the learners may miss 
some sessions due to their child’s illness, GP appointments etc.  

Lessons learned or 
recommendations 

1) All tutors have PTLLS teaching qualification. Tutors are Money Matters 
Advisors, so are well placed to answer a wide range of questions. One tutor 
was previously an Energy Efficiency Advisor at British Gas. This experience is all 
relevant to delivering quality teaching.  

2) Children’s Centres are excellent places to deliver learning, as parents are keen 
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to taken part in informal learning and improve their life chances.  

3) Children’s Centres can fund a crèche while the courses are running. Without a 
crèche the parents would not be able to attend.  

4) It is important to build a good relationship with the staff at the Children’s 
Centre. Many of their parents are very vulnerable and they need to feel 
confident that any training offered is of a good standard and fits in with the 
ethos of the CC.  

5) Encourage a CC staff member to take part in the course. This will increase their 
knowledge and understanding, help them to help the parents, enable them to 
be an advocate for the course and reassure them that the course content and 
the tutor’s ability is of good quality.  

 

Case Studies 
(Anonymous)  

Case Study 1: JP (Eaton Socon Children’s Centre) Female learner (aged 32) and partner 
have both been married before and have children from previous relationships and a 
child together. Partner works full time, but money is tight, as partner pays Child 
Support. Since starting the course JP has discussed joint finances with partner, they 
have filled in a ‘Spending Diary’ (and continue to do so). This has enabled them to look 
at all areas of spending and find areas to cut back. They have put together a new 
budget and discuss money on a regular basis, and have been re-thinking their spending 
habits. They are now shopping more carefully at different shops (not just doing 
everything at Tescos) and JP reckons she has cut back on her shopping bills by £45 a 
week. JP is now looking at ways to save for both short and medium term goals. JP’s 
confidence in dealing with her day-to-day finances has increased from a medium score 
to a higher score. She said of the course “Really enjoyed the interactive activities and 
group discussion. Tutor’s personality made it much more relaxing and worthwhile”.  

Case Study 2: TM (Eaton Socon Children’s Centre) Female learner, aged 28, is a single 
parent with 3 children. Since starting the course she has put together a budget and is 
sticking to it. She is considering a Debt Relief Order (DRO) to sort out debts from several 
years ago when Social Services were involved, as this will draw a line under a very 
painful time. She is also trying to save a little money each week for an Emergency Fund. 
She says of the course “Group worked very well, everyone had the opportunity to 
contribute and question things they were unsure of. Some content refreshed memory 
whilst others were previously unknown. Tutor friendly, approachable, helpful. Venue 
brilliant – added bonus on the crèche”.  

Case Study 3: LW (Huntingdon CC) Female learner, aged 38, married with a new baby 
and is new to the area. She was about to move house. She did not know many people in 
the area and wanted to make new friends. Other group members offered to look after 
her baby for a few hours whilst she sorted things out. Since starting the course she has 
been sorting out and filing all her financial paperwork properly doing a budget plan and 
has started to save some money in a savings account that she has opened. She says of 
the course “Sue was very helpful and explained things very well to me”.  

Case Study 4: RC (Huntingdon CC) Female learner, aged 24, has a baby son. She is very 
shy and quiet, finding it difficult to join in groups. She managed to attend regularly, join 
in and for the first time actually left her child in the CC crèche. She had been very 
reluctant to do this previously, but her confidence had increased during the course and 
eventually she managed this. She has now started to save and feels more confident in 
saying ‘No’ to partner over money issues.  

Case Study 5: IS (Cambridge CC) Learner (Eastern European) aged 26, says she has 
opened a savings account, advised her family and friends about that, made a shopping 
list, checked the best price for utilities, planned meals and will be very careful when 
trying to apply for loans. She says “The course was amazing, make me feel more 
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confident about life from now on, planning everything, keeping money”.  

Other relevant 
projects 

We have been delivering ‘Energy Best Deal’ sessions for several years. Some of these 
have been at Children’s Centres as part of our Financial Capability courses and some at 
other venues such as Cambridge Women’s’ Aid, John Huntingdon’s Charity in Sawston 
and here in our main CHS office. Carol Hopkinson, CHS Money Matters Advisor, often 
delivers these sessions. Carol was previously a British Gas Energy Efficiency Adviser for 
8 years, so is well qualified for this work.  

 

Project name Teignbridge Citizen’s Advice Bureau advice in Children’s Centres 

Lead organisation 
and key partners 

Teignbridge Citizen’s Advice Bureau in partnership with Teignbridge Children’s Centres 
(run by Action for Children). Funded by Scottish Power Energy People Trust. 

Location Teignbridge 

Dates July 2013 – March 2015 

Target audience and 
aims 

To help local families maximise their income through accessing additional benefits, 
grants and energy efficiency measures, and provide specialised energy advice to those 
who are particularly vulnerable. 

Activities The project uses one to one support and workshops, and helps people to ensure they 
have full income entitlement, support with making benefit claims and completing 
forms. It provides advice about best energy deals, looking to see if people are spending 
too much, how they can make savings and how to source funding options for home 
insulation. It also offers support with budgeting and money management.  

To meet the aims of the project, information was provided by means of visiting the 
Children's Centres, across Teignbridge. This has been achieved by visiting one 
Children's Centre each week, attending different groups in order to promote the 
project and discuss relevant topics, such as best energy deals, benefits entitlement, 
home insulation options, credit union and water care tariffs to date. 

This enables us to meet with individuals and provide them with relevant literature and 
information to empower them to go away and make changes or clients are able to self-
refer or be referred to the project directly if they require individual support to make 
changes. 

Promotion and 
engagement 

Online. Babies, bumps and benefits leaflet- distributed through Children’s Centre and 
Newton bureau 

Funding source and 
amount 

Funded by Scottish Power Energy People Trust: £39,598 

 

Outcomes – 
quantitative (e.g. 
number of 
attendees) 

As of April 2014 the project has helped 168 local families maximise their income by 
£124,000 through accessing additional benefits, grants and energy efficiency. The 
scheme is well on its way to meeting its target of helping over 420 local households by 
March 2015.  

The number of the mums, dads and grandparents that visit the Children’s Centre vary 
each week, on average the attendees can be between 6 to 14 individuals with children. 

One Children’s Centre is visited every week, throughout the school terms. The majority 
of groups close throughout school holidays, although some visits to ongoing groups 
will commence this summer. 

Key strengths and 
successes 

Having the support of the volunteers, this has enabled us to deliver the project and 
provide advice and support over a large area as well as delivering one to one support 
at home visits. 
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Working closely with the Children's Centre and creating an open and transparent 
account of work completed with clients, with their consent. 

Having been able to help and support 166 families to make some fundamental changes 
to their daily existence, either by way of maximising their income, saving them utility 
costs and helps with budgeting and improving the quality of life of families and single 
parents. 

Completing energy comparisons and clients being able to make financial savings. 

Key weaknesses or 
challenges 

Challenges – Trying to deliver a workshop by getting the whole groups attention at the 
beginning of the project. Parents were often distracted s they were responsible for 
their children, who do not sit down and listen to a speaker. 

Recognising that preparing for the welfare reforms across Teignbridge will have a far 
reaching effect on families and individuals and the need that ongoing work will still be 
required after March 2015. 

Preparing client for Universal Credit, helping them to think about how they will 
manage. 

A large percentage of the clients seen, discuss areas of debt they are concerned with, 
because the nature of the project does not include help with debt.  

Clients often think the project incorporates help with debt, but I then have to refer to 
the Newton bureau. 

In regards to energy comparison, clients sometimes do not like to change to smaller 
branded company; they tend to stay with the big six, because they are familiar to 
them.  

Lessons learned or 
recommendations 

To deliver workshops on a one to one basis rather than try to talk to whole group.  

Visiting Children’s Centres – look to enlarge the volunteer team, to be able to deliver 
to more centres 

Discussions around alternative funding for support to clients when universal credit 
goes live across Devon. 

The project would benefit from additional funding to incorporate a debt advisor who 
could then work alongside this project. 

Raise awareness of alternative energy company companies. 

 

Project name Cumbria Warm Homes Healthy People 

Lead organisation 
and key partners 

Funding from the Department of Health "Warm Homes, Healthy People" fund was 
awarded to a Cumbrian Partnership, led by Cumbria County Council. They allocated 
some of this to Children’s Centre providers. (Also funding from Local Authority and 
NGO partners) 

Location Cumbria 

Dates December 2011 – March 2014 

Grants were issued between the winter months of Dec-March. 

Target audience and 
aims 

Aimed to help vulnerable families with children, five years old or younger, who cannot 
afford to heat their home and maintain a reasonable standard of living during the 
winter months. 

Activities The Winter Warmth Fund gave grants of £125-£250 to people who could not afford to 
heat their homes; some of these grants were made by Children’s Centre providers 
(Action for Children, Howgill Family Centre and Barnardo’s). In addition to these 
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grants, additional grants were made to Children’s Centres (and others) to build 
capacity on fuel poverty issues, e.g. training of frontline staff to deliver advice on best 
fuel deals. 

Promotion and 
engagement 

 

Articles in local press generated many enquiries from applicants. 

The majority of applicants for Barnardo’s were however, existing families known to us 
through our Family Support work.  

Funding source and 
amount 

 

Funding from the Department of Health "Warm Homes, Healthy People" fund. (Also 
funding from Local Authority and NGO partners) 

Barnardo’s received and distributed the following amounts: 

2011-12: £17,000 

2012-13: £15,500 

2013-14: £ 17,000 

Outcomes – 
quantitative (e.g. 
number of 
attendees) 

 

Family Support Workers within Barnardo’s Children’s Centres, along with their 
administrators, ensured that the funds were distributed as quickly as possible.  

2011-12: 86 families known to Barnardo’s received a grant 

2012-13: 104 families known to Barnardo’s received a grant 

2013:14: 131 families known to Barnardo’s received a grant 

Key strengths and 
successes 

Barnardo’s strength was that it was best placed to distribute the funds very quickly to 
those most disadvantaged families due to our existing work with families in need.  

Key weaknesses or 
challenges 

The main issue was the amount of enquiries that were generated from press articles. 
Many did not qualify or fit the criteria or had to be signposted. The limited funds 
available meant that people were sometimes put on waiting lists until further funds 
could be acquired. 

Lessons learned or 
recommendations 

Barnardo’s do not have any problems in identifying those families who are most 
disadvantaged and are in greatest need of support. We would hope that continuation 
funding will be made available again for 2014-15. 
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Appendix IV – Consent Form 
 

 

 

 

Helping families with their energy bills:  

A research project 

 

Many families are struggling with their energy bills. We want to learn 

about the best ways to give help and advice to these families. We would 

like to talk to you about your experience of getting help and advice about 

energy. 

We will make a recording of what you say, and write about the things you 

tell us, but we will not use your name. 

If you are happy with this, and would like to take part, please sign here: 

 

 

Please print your name here:  

 

________________________________________________________ 

 

Thank you for your help! 

Want to know more? Call Sarah on 020 7359 8000 or email 

sarah@ukace.org 

mailto:sarah@ukace.org
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Appendix V – Report on stakeholder workshop 

 

 
 
 

Westgate House 
2a Prebend Street 
London N1 8PT 
020 7359 8000 
sarah@ukace.org 

 
 

Reaching Fuel Poor Families: Designing 
and delivering effective support 

Summary report on workshop: Derbyshire House, London, Friday 15th August 2014 
 

This workshop was organised by the Association for the Conservation of Energy (ACE) and The 

Children’s Society, as part of the project, “Reaching Fuel Poor Families” (RFPF).  This project is funded 

by Eaga Charitable Trust. 

Presentations were given by Pedro Guertler (ACE) and Sam Royston (The Children’s Society) on the 

impacts of fuel poverty on families and children, and by Sarah Royston (ACE) on the findings of the 

RFPF project.  Delegates also participated in a series of discussions.  Some key themes and points 

arising from these discussions included the following. 

1. Effective schemes to support fuel poor families: what works in practice?  

1.1. Communication and engagement 
o There is often a lack of understanding about insulation’s benefits, and misinformation; e.g. 

cavity wall insulation will cause damp 

o There is often a low level of awareness of the help available 

o It is important to use focused, clear and concise messaging and break the solution down 

into manageable chunks 

o Use careful branding based on knowledge of the local community.  Find the right approach 

for the area; e.g. door knocking doesn’t work everywhere 

o To reach working families, you will have to work evenings and weekends 

mailto:sarah@ukace.org
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o Community referrals and long term projects are good; it’s important to build up the trust of 

the target audience 

o Use case studies, pictures and open home events 

o Get information into doctors’ mailings to the most vulnerable people 

o Online advice and technology can be barriers for vulnerable people.  Home visits and face 

to face advice may be better. 

1.2. Addressing debt and financial issues 
o The new Fuel Poverty definition may be inaccurate because people prioritise debt 

repayments and live on a lower income 

o There has been a huge rise in utility arrears lately.  A problem is the debt collection 

industry – bailiffs get paid before utility companies 

o Benefits checks can play an important part (as under the old Warm Front scheme) 

o Financial literacy classes are useful 

o Credit unions and interest free loans can help 

o (And on a policy level, one option is “breathing space” – a degree of statutory debt spiral 

prevention or delay) 

1.3. Addressing tenure issues 
o There are many tenure issues, including private landlords refusing free measures to 

‘discourage’ tenants to stay 

o Another is the fear of losing your housing if you bother the landlord 

o Landlords’ groups can play a role in sharing good practice 

o (And on a policy level, there will soon be a change in legislation to force landlords to make 

improvements) 

1.4. Addressing stigma  
o There can be a stigma around poverty, and fear of damage to reputation or social standing 

through accessing help.  For example, a toddler group can be a mixed income group, and 

there can be a fear of stigma because it’s a social group 

o An alternative to a workshop is to let people come up to a scheme representative and book 

a home visit.   

o Different areas have different needs.  You can offer messages not just about money, such as 

environmental messages, so people can manage how they are perceived by others 

1.5. Addressing other interlinked issues  
o Issues around fuel poverty are often wider than just energy issues; for example domestic 

violence and (un)employment 

o Isolation is a problem, and can be caused by the expense of travel.  It can also be caused by 

confidence or mental health issues.  Social networks don’t reach these people 

o Other barriers include literacy and numeracy 

1.6. Addressing language barriers 
o Language can be a key barrier to take-up of help.  Friends and children often act as informal 

interpreters 

o One option is native speaker advisors – they can help not just with the language but with 

nuance and cultural understanding 
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o Translation phone apps are another option 

o A recreation of a home using pictures can be used.  People can use stickers to represent 

wasted energy or a measure, and children can get involved. 

1.7. Working with Children’s Centres 
o At some children’s centres, fuel poverty is currently low on the list of priorities 

o It may be helpful to focus not on general/universal groups at a centre, but their more 

targeted activities.  Each centre will have target groups – you can ask what these are, and 

how they are reaching them with activities, and then consider how to join in. 

o An established children’s centre group with its own interpreter can be an ideal site for 

reaching non-English speaking clients 

o It can be easier if children aren’t there.  Alternatively, centres can offer fun events for 

children 

o Small sessions can be good – they can be quiet and detailed - but funders often don’t value 

them. 

o One-off sessions can mean low awareness and trust – repeated ones are better. 

1.8. Working with other partners 
o GPs are very busy and get a lot of “noise” and advertising requests.  Sometimes they don’t 

have space for more info, and often not enough time. A referral from a trusted source can 

help, and GP liaison officers can be useful. 

o Referral training (e.g. for nurses) can be good, but often creates just a few immediate 

referrals and then no more.  Repeated reminder sessions could help keep up momentum; 

however, funders often want a lot of one-off actions, not a few ongoing ones.  It may be 

helpful to provide more than a thank you to the referrer –to show the client’s outcome 

using concrete feedback and data. 

o There can be overlap and repetition between organisations working in silos.  It can be 

helpful to work together within a Service Level Agreement, and discuss shared targets and 

aims.  

o Funders may want to publicise schemes, but may do it badly!  Funder timescales may also 

be too slow. 

o (And on a wider scale, fuel poverty is very intersectional; e.g. it links with health and food 

poverty.  So more collaborations might be useful, e.g. DECC and the NHS.) 

2. Effective policy to support scheme delivery: what change is needed? 

2.1. Targeting and eligibility 
o We need to ensure an adequate balance in support for different groups 

o With limited resources, the Government could help by more appropriately allocating 

money (e.g. lots of money has gone into the Green Deal that doesn’t necessarily reach the 

fuel poor).  There could be an increased focus on low income households (not just the easy-

to-treat). 

o Subsidies are currently not enough to encourage take-up amongst the fuel poor  

o The Affordable Warmth element of ECO is virtually complete, and many of its clients are not 

those most in need.  It may be useful to create an uplift or premium for assistance to 

households on child tax credit (and with a low income).   
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o Eligibility is often first come first served, e.g. for the Warm Home Discount. But vulnerable 

groups tend to be slower decision makers and take longer to reach, so may miss out. 

o Trust is destroyed if you tell clients they’ll get help and then they don’t – so complexity and 

uncertainty in schemes are harmful. 

2.2. Properties and measures 
o Policy should focus primarily on energy efficiency, as the housing stock is poor 

o It is important to install free measures (with no hidden costs) 

o Small properties are currently disadvantaged by schemes (e.g. flats).  There should also be 

more help for certain other house types; e.g. Victorian terraces (currently expensive to 

treat).   

o It is important to break down planning barriers to refurbishing hard-to-treat homes 

o There should be some priority given to emergency measures (because of the importance of 

crises in fuel or heating in tipping people over the edge) 

o “Rent a Roof” and “lease a green heating system” can be useful tools to direct Feed-in Tariff 

and Renewable Heat Incentive payments to low income households 

2.3. Energy companies 
o It would be beneficial to encourage energy companies to partner with community groups, 

not just big companies 

o It is very important for an organisation to have a partnership with a specific energy 

company, otherwise the bureaucracy is extremely difficult 

o Some energy companies have very poor practice in dealing with vulnerable customers (and 

advisors).  You have to know which team to call and the right jargon and personal stories. 

2.4. Policy design 
o Targets should be long-term.  Delivering things on slower timescale does not equal failure 

o It’s a problem that under ECO each supplier has a separate obligation – it would be good to 

have a central point or hub. 

o It would be good to integrate gas grid connection obligations into ECO, and also to prioritise 

solid fuel to gas changes, not gas to gas changes (in order to help people, as well as cut 

emissions) 

o Consistency is vital – the recent changes to ECO were very damaging. Sudden changes in 

policy such as to Feed in Tariffs and the Green Deal Home Improvement Fund are bad for 

businesses and ruin trust. 

o Benchmarking against other EU countries would be valuable 

2.5. Monitoring impacts 
o Funders often want to know the financial gains from a project; e.g. cuts in rent arrears.   

Health outcomes are harder to prove.   

o The HIDEEM model (by researchers at University College London) might be of interest 

o Social return on investment analysis could also be relevant. 

2.6. Funding and contracts 
o Many programmes have to have very short term contracts or even seasonal posts – this 

means people don’t know if the scheme is still going 

http://www.ucl.ac.uk/energy-models/models/hideem
http://www.thesroinetwork.org/component/docman/doc_download/75-social-return-on-investment-an-introduction
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o Gaps between contracts are common.  Funding may mean you can hire many people, but 

then it ends and the staff are lost – so training is wasted 

o Health-related funding is one future opportunity 

o A reasonable funding cycle would be at least 3 years 

 


