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1 Introduction 

1.1 Aims and scope 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”.  This research involves an in-depth evaluation of one specific 

scheme based (partly) in Mortimer House Children’s Centre.   

The scheme is run by Thorpe Edge Advice 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. 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 offers assistance and advice on a wide 

range of issues, including those around energy and fuel poverty. 

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

out to other centres. (The project’s other activities, including a nationwide review of schemes, are 
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presented in a separate report, “Reaching Fuel Poor Families: Informing new approaches to promoting 

take-up of fuel poverty assistance among families with children”). 

1.2 Fuel poverty and families 

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).  However, 

research by the Association for the Conservation of Energy (ACE) has estimated that there are currently 

2.23 million children, in 1.08 million families, in fuel poverty in England (ACE Research & Energy Bill 

Revolution, 2014).  The recent consultation on a fuel poverty strategy released by the Department of 

Energy and Climate Change (DECC, 2014) 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 Communities 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 & 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 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 customers, especially those at risk of fuel poverty (Imrie, 2012).   

One potential group of local intermediaries is Sure Start Children’s Centres.   

1.3 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).  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 fuel poverty related support.  However, there is currently no data on how 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. 

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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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 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.  

 

The map in Figure 1 below shows the overall incidence of fuel poverty across Bradford. 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. 

 
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% threshold1 – 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. 

                                                             
1
 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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2 Methodology 

Fieldwork was conducted at Mortimer House Children’s Centre 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 III). 

2.1 Data collection 

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. 

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. 

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. 

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. 

2.2 Overview of participants 

Participants were a total of 24 energy advice users, 13 non-users and six staff.  The following table is 

provided only to give an overview of the participants (sampling was not representative of any 

population).   
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Table 1: 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. 

3 Findings of the evaluation 

3.1 Overview of 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.  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 

 

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 
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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. 

 

3.2 Perspectives from non-users of energy advice 

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 

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 
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- 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.   

 

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. 

 

 

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. 

 

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, 
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advice about bills and money.  I got loft insulation five years ago, and I have the eco bulbs, and all that 

stuff.” 

 

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. 

 

3.3 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. 

 

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). 
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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 

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 
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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. 

 

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.   

 

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. 

 

3.4 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. 

 

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." 
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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. 

 

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, because of this fact. 
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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. 

 

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 

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. 

 

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: 
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"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". 

 

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 

‘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 Payment2, but this should be wider, for all low 

income people". 

 

                                                             
2
 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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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. 

 

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. 

 

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 

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. 

 

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 
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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 

detailed look at energy efficiency measures and tips, which can sometimes be neglected due to 

more pressing problems in an advice session. Another possibility is to have home energy 

advisors or mentors linked to the advice scheme, perhaps offering home energy audits. 

 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. 

 

4 Conclusion and recommendations 
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 
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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.  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 IV. 

4.1 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 are trained, qualified and insured, so the quality of advice is assured (the Thorpe Edge 

Advice Service which provides the advisors has the Advice Quality Standard for Advice with 

Casework: Debt & Benefits) 

- Advisors hold good knowledge of a wide range of issues 

- 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 

- 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 
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- 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 

 

4.2 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. 

 

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 would be expensive), so children 

have to come into the advice room. 
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- 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. 

 

4.3 Recommendations for future development 
The advice scheme and its energy component are very successful, with high levels of take-up and client 

satisfaction.  Many strengths have been identified, which can be maintained and built upon.  Ten specific 

suggestions for future development are: 

1. Continue to promote the advice scheme through the centre and its sessions and family support 

workers.  Family support workers could potentially be trained in identifying signs of fuel 

poverty and given a basic level of knowledge about the assistance available, in order to 

effectively engage vulnerable people with the scheme.  However, continue to ensure that supply 

meets demand - any increase in awareness may require extra provision of sessions. 

 

2. Existing advice staff are a very important asset, not only through their expertise but also their 

personal characteristics and relationships with clients.  Ensure their well-being and 

development are prioritised.  If resources allow, consider additional staff focused on outreach 

work, work with Eastern Europeans or weekend cover. 

 

3. Continue to develop the expertise on energy and energy efficiency that the scheme offers, 

through recruiting new dedicated staff or through providing on-going training to existing staff.   

 

4. Offer workshops specifically focussed on energy and energy efficiency in order to reach those 

not currently accessing advice sessions, and provide detailed information on measures and 

current programmes and offers.  Continue to avoid the term “fuel poverty” as this may be 

stigmatising. 

 

5. Provide opportunities for interpreters (who act as first contact points) to build a basic 

knowledge of common energy problems and solutions, which they can share with clients, 

including those unwilling to talk to other advisors. 

 

6. Consider building energy ideas into more of the centre's other sessions; e.g. Cook and Eat 

sessions could have tips on energy efficient cooking, and an invitation to get further advice. 

Children's activities and play sessions could also use energy themes; e.g. how do people and 

animals keep warm? 

 

7. If resources allow, consider ways to provide additional space for waiting, advising and advisors’ 

other work.  This will be especially important with the recruitment of new staff. 

 

8. If resources allow, consider providing childcare during advice sessions. 

 

9. Continue to seek sustainable funding, including through corporate partnerships.  Consider 

whether ECO intermediary organisations (such as Nationwide Eco Energy Solutions) could 
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provide recompense to the centre for the referrals and practical assistance the scheme is 

providing. 

 

10. Continue to develop and maintain strong relationships with other local organisations, including 

Children’s Centres, in order to ensure that effort is not duplicated, and that the best use is made 

of resources. 

5 Summary 
This report has presented findings of the project “Reaching Fuel Poor Families” that are directly 

relevant to Mortimer House and to the Thorpe Edge Advice project.  Input has been provided by staff at 

the centre, as well as by users and non-users of the energy advice.  Findings show that the advice 

scheme and its energy component are very successful, with high levels of take-up and client satisfaction.  

Many strengths have been identified, which can be maintained and built upon, and the staff are keen to 

develop the scheme further and to ensure that funding is more sustainable in future.  This report has 

concluded with ten specific suggestions for development of the scheme.  These findings may also be of 

interest to other Children’s Centres considering work of this kind. 
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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 

 

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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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. 

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”3. The method was developed specifically for cartography and geographic 

information science. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
3
 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jenks_natural_breaks_optimization  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jenks_natural_breaks_optimization
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Appendix III – Consent Form 
(overleaf) 

 

 

 

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 
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Appendix IV – 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 

mailto:sarah@ukace.org
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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 

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 
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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 

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 
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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).   

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 

http://www.ucl.ac.uk/energy-models/models/hideem
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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 

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 

 
 

 

http://www.thesroinetwork.org/component/docman/doc_download/75-social-return-on-investment-an-introduction

