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Abstract:

2

This dissertation seeks to understand further the structural barriers that 
prevent  those  in  fuel  and  water  poverty  in  the  United  Kingdom 
accessing  the  support  mechanisms  specifcally  designed  to  address 
these  issues.  Semi-structured  key  informant  interviews  were 
undertaken with twenty one individuals working to deliver support to 
those in fuel and water poverty. It is found that a range of structural 
factors impact upon the delivery of policy in practice. It is also found 
that the incentives that drive implementation are sometimes at cross-
purposes. Additionally, this work explores the value of comparing and 
contrasting fuel and water poverty as concepts, and the potential for 
joint policy implementation. These fndings are analysed with reference 
to microeconomic theory. Whilst it is acknowledged that these fndings 
are somewhat limited in their generalisability, further understanding of 
their implications lends itself to exploration in future work. It is hoped, 
also, that the fndings will be of use to policymakers in understanding 
further the way in  which policies interact  and work in practice,  with 
implications for implementation. They also ofer evidence to encourage 
the further exploration of policy possibilities that are currently utilised 
little or not at all; for example, Fuel and water direct, charitable trusts 
and “restart” payment matching schemes, a mandatory social tarif for 
fuel, data sharing between benefts agencies and water companies, and 
the  combination  of  fuel  and  water  support  mechanisms.  This 
dissertation ofers an original contribution in its consideration of the 
ways in which the delivery of policy designed to combat fuel and water 
poverty can, in practice, result in policy failure due to internal conficts. 
In  addition,  the  work  contributes  to  the  growing  base  of  academic 
literature that considers fuel and water poverty as related concepts.
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Chapter One: Introduction

The  impact  of  high  fuel  prices  upon  domestic  consumers  was  frst 

recognised  as  a  social  problem  following  the  oil  crisis  of  1973  (see 

Bradshaw and Hutton, 1983) and considered in depth by Boardman in her 

book Fuel Poverty: From Cold Homes to Afordable Warmth (1991). More 

recently,  similar  concerns  have  been  identifed  around  the  supply  of 

domestic  water  in  the  United  Kingdom (see  Huby,  1995;  also  Lister, 

1995). Policymakers have sought to alleviate both problems through a 

variety of support mechanisms including efciency measures (see DECC, 

2010) and social tarifs (see Ofwat, 2010). However, despite concerted 

eforts to promote such programmes, they have historically been subject 

to low take-up (with reference to fuel,  see Consumer Focus Scotland, 

2009; to water, see Ofwat, 2009).

United  Kingdom  Governmental  Departments take  their  cue  from 

Boardman's  original  work  in  defning fuel  poverty  as  households  who 

spend - or would have to spend - more than 10 per cent of their income 

on fuel to maintain a satisfactory heating regime (DECC, 2001). No such 

defnition of water poverty is accepted by legislative bodies in recognition 

that disconnection of  domestic water supply is  no longer legal  in the 

United  Kingdom,  presenting  a  stark  contrast  with  more  fundamental 

water  access  issues  in  other  countries.  In  recognition  of  the  political 

implications of the word “poverty”, reference tends to be made instead to 

5



“water  afordability”.  However  a  more  informally,  but  widely,  adopted 

measure defnes water poverty as the state whereby a household spends 

more than three per cent of net income on water bills (see DEFRA, 2009; 

also Fitch and Price, 2002).

In  the  wake  of  the  economic  recession,  increased  fnancial  pressures 

upon households have intensifed the impacts of  both fuel  and water 

poverty.  As  both  are  defned  in  terms  of  household  income  and 

expenditure, the risk of households falling below the defned thresholds 

has increased. As a secondary factor, the increasing political impact of 

the environmental agenda has drawn attention to issues relating to fuel 

and water consumption.  The increasing signifcance of both water and 

fuel  poverty  has  not  gone  unnoticed  by  both  United  Kingdom 

government  and  the  devolved  parliaments  in  Scotland  and  Wales,  as 

indicated by continuing eforts to combat the issues (see DECC, 2009; 

also  DEFRA, 2009). 

There are many similarities  between both water and fuel  poverty  that 

demonstrate  potential  for  comparison;  the impacts  of  both  are  wide-

ranging and interconnected (Snell and Main, 2009). Both fuel and water 

are deemed essential to acceptable living conditions and are provided by 

an independently regulated market system. A shortage of either can have 

profound  social,  environmental,  economic  and  health-related  efects 

(Huby, 1995; Gilbertson et. al., 2006).  Furthermore, both the established 

defnitions  of  fuel  and  water  poverty  are  derived  from  household 
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expenditure as a percentage proportion of  income; thus, as might be 

expected,   the  two  have  been  demonstrated  to  commonly  coexist 

(Bradshaw and Chzhen, 2008). 

In  contrast  to  the  many  similarities,  fundamental  diferences  exist 

between  the  two  industries  that  allow  for  further  opportunities  for 

comparison. The frst key deviation is that, whilst disconnection remains 

a  legal  possibility  for  fuel  suppliers  in  with  consumers  who  fail  to 

maintain payments, domestic water disconnection became illegal with the 

Water Industry Act 1999 (see HM Government, 1999). This is the source 

of a major divergence in the management of fuel and water debt for both 

suppliers and consumers.  Secondly, whilst institutions play a signifcant 

role  in  the  provision  both  of  fuel  and  water,  there  exist  cardinal 

diferences  between the two.  Both  the fuel  and water  industries  were 

privatised under the wide-reaching reforms of the Thatcher government. 

The organisations created at this time have been subject  to continual 

evolution, and intricate networks exist between providers,  government 

and regulators (Graham, 2006). However, whilst the supply of domestic 

fuel  has largely  been opened to  market  forces,  in  the water  industry 

regional monopolies continue to preclude open competition; this results 

in the two industries being subject to very diferent policy challenges. 

It should be noted at this stage that this work refers exclusively to the 

supply of fuel in the United Kingdom, and of water in England and Wales. 

There is some deviation in the geographic areas under consideration for 
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water and fuel, but there is no reason to believe this detracts from the 

ability to make comparisons between those areas. Whilst the fuel industry 

has been privatised across the United Kingdom, in Scotland and Northern 

Ireland the water industry has not been privatised and supply is managed 

by, respectively, Scottish Water and Northern Ireland Water. England and 

Wales,  however,  continue to represent the most extensive example of 

water privatisation internationally (Ofwat/DEFRA, 2006), making this case 

a particularly appealing subject for research. The distinct nature of the 

institutions in place limits the applicability of this work to the case of the 

United  Kingdom,  to  some extent.  However,  with  the  World  Bank  and 

International Monetary Fund increasingly encouraging similar models of 

water  privatisation  when  making  loans  to  developing  countries (NPR, 

2003), lessons from the United Kingdom  are likely to be of increasing 

interest to an international audience (Van den Berg, 1997). 

The existing literature on fuel poverty, particularly that conducted from a 

policy - rather than a medical or environmental - perspective is relatively 

limited. The literature around water poverty is even more restricted, and 

what does exist tends to refer to water poverty in the international sense. 

Despite the observed similarities between fuel and water poverty, very 

few studies currently exist that consider the two together; accordingly, 

this  research  into  the  interrelated  impacts  of  solutions  and  of  the 

mechanisms  that  infuence  both  policy  processes  ofers  an  original 

contribution to the emerging literature. 
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Limited  research  does  exist  considering  the  personal  barriers  that 

prevent individuals who struggle to pay their fuel and water bills from 

seeking support (Dodds and Dobson, 2008; Snell et al., 2009). Similarly, 

some work exists considering the complex interactions of environmental 

and fuel poverty policy in the United Kingdom (Powells, 2009). However, 

little if any literature currently exists considering the structural barriers 

that impact upon the implementation of support to individuals in fuel 

and  water  poverty  in  the  United  Kingdom;  these  exist  largely  as  a 

function  of  the  difculties  in  ensuring  equitable  delivery  of  essential 

goods within a privatised market. This dissertation seeks to fll this gap 

by  taking  the  approach,  derived  from  microeconomic  theory,  of 

considering the way market behaviours and interactions impact upon the 

enactment of policy in practice. 

This dissertation seeks to understand further the nature of the structural 

barriers that prevent individuals who have difculty paying their domestic 

fuel and water bills from accessing the available support mechanisms. 

The  frst  overarching  research  question  derived  in  response  to  this 

concern  considers  the  efectiveness  of  the  transition  of  support 

mechanisms from policy to practice; this incorporates a consideration of 

the extent to which support is uniformly available across the customer 

base, the extent to which support is sufciently available to those who 

seek it, the incentives driving delivery of support, and the nature of the 

relationship between those implementing support mechanisms and those 

in receipt.
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As  a  secondary  consideration,  this  work  seeks  to  contribute  to  the 

currently limited base of literature that treats fuel and water poverty as 

related issues by ofering a comparison of the similarities and diferences 

that  exist  between  the  two  as  a  function  of  inter-industry  structural 

variations.  In comparing the two there is potential  for transference of 

theory and practice, particularly in the case of water poverty which, as 

previously noted, is less established as an area of concern.

To answer these questions, a qualitative approach is adopted, conducting 

semi-structured  key  informant  interviews  with  individuals  working  on 

behalf of organisations that engage, in some capacity, with consumers 

who  are  struggling  to  pay  their  fuel  bills,  water  bills,  or  both.  This 

approach draws upon the professional experience of individuals working 

in a broad range of capacities, with a view to generating some theories as 

to the natures of structural barriers that may exist.

In Chapter Two, the existing academic literature around fuel and water 

poverty is reviewed, including existing considerations of the means of 

supporting individuals. Current policy relating to fuel and water poverty 

and the range of support mechanisms that are available is also assessed 

and evaluated.  Chapter  Three  then explains  how a  series  of  research 

questions were developed which aimed to respond to identifed gaps in 

the existing body of work. Chapter Four discusses the development of 

the research methodology which was,  as referred to previously, semi-
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structured  key  informant  interviews.  In  Chapter  Five,  the  results  are 

discussed thematically, considering both their relationship to the initial 

research questions as well as to the body of existing literature. Finally, in 

Chapter  Six,  conclusions  are  ofered  as  to  the  degree  to  which  this 

research has been able to respond to the initial research questions, any 

restrictions in  application and the extent of the contribution made to 

existing gap in knowledge. Propositions are also made as to potential 

future avenues for research and policy recommendations that that have 

arisen from this work.
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Chapter Two: Literature Review

This  chapter  will  review existing literature,  both  academic and policy, 

relating  to  fuel  and  water  poverty  and  to  the  support  mechanisms 

designed to counteract them. The review shall be ordered thematically, in 

the frst instance considering the established defnitions of fuel and water 

poverty. I will then look at literature that establishes their prevalence and 

overlap, demonstrating the scale of the social problem presented. The 

third section will consider the policy networks in place around fuel and 

water poverty, ofering in addition some consideration of the incentives 

that drive them. From here I  will  move to defne further which of the 

support mechanisms that arise from these networks are to be considered 

within this research, and review the existing literature that pertains to 

these.

It is worth mentioning from the ofset that there is considerably more 

policy and academic literature relating to fuel poverty than there is to 

water  poverty,  certainly  within  the  context  of  the  United  Kingdom. 

Indeed, that discrepancy underlies one of the goals of this work; to build 

from  the  existing  base  of  fuel  poverty  literature  and  policy,  seeking 

further applications and insights with relation to water poverty.

Defnitions

Whilst are no objectively agreed, universally adopted defnitions of either 
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fuel  or  water  poverty,  some have been proposed and will  be used to 

guide this work. This section will consider these defnitions, the extent to 

which they have been accepted, and contentions that exist as to their 

utility.

Fuel Poverty

Concerns about the impact  high fuel  bills  might  have on low income 

households frst arose following the oil crisis of the 1970s, whereby the 

price of fuel for domestic heating underwent huge increases (Bradshaw 

and Hutton, 1983).  It  was at this point that the frst  lobbying groups 

emerged to oppose fuel poverty, most notably the National Right to Fuel 

Campaign in 1975 (National Right to Fuel Campaign, 2010).

The  frst  real  defnition  of  fuel  poverty  was  subsequently  ofered  by 

Brenda Boardman (1991) who proposed, as referenced in Chapter One, 

that  any household that  spends more than ten percent of  gross total 

income to maintain a satisfactory heating regime should be considered to 

be  in  fuel  poverty.  It  should  be  noted  at  this  stage  that  whilst  it  is 

recognised that heat is not the only application of domestic fuel, it is the 

most signifcant by a long way; hence it was deemed by Boardman to be 

integral to the defnition.

Boardman's defnition has been adopted widely by energy companies (see 

E.ON, 2010;  also  Centrica,  2010),  support  organisations  (see Age UK, 
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2010; also Consumer Focus, 2010) and Government (see DECC, 2009; 

also DEFRA, 2004). Furthermore, the defnition of “satisfactory heating 

regime” has since been refned to “21 degrees for the main living area, 

and 18 degrees for other occupied rooms”; this modifcation is observed 

by Government (see DECC, 2009; DEFRA, 2004). 

Though  Boardman's  defnition  of  fuel  poverty  is  generally  widely 

accepted, certainly more so than any proposed for water poverty, there 

remain doubts as to its practical applicability and contention over terms. 

Firstly,  there  is  considerable  difculty  in  establishing  whether  a 

“satisfactory  heating  regime”  exists  within  households  under 

consideration.  Unless monitoring equipment is placed, it is impossible to 

know whether the domestic heating regime that is being maintained is 

adequate. There is a particular risk here as households in fuel poverty 

may lower their fuel usage, removing the fnancial strain but introducing 

another issue that may well go undetected. This could be of additional 

concern where vulnerable consumers are involved; see for example the 

interview-based studies with older people conducted by Wright (2004) 

and O'Neill et al. (2006).

Secondly,  under  Boardman's  defnition  –  and  the  defnition  widely 

accepted by Government – the measure of household income is that of 

total income. However, some organisations hold that the income value 

considered  should,  as  far  as  possible,  be  disposable  income.   In 

particular,  it  is  felt  that housing costs should be subtracted from the 
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income measurement; in the case of benefts recipients – a category that 

is  likely  to  include  many  of  the  fuel  poor  -  this  would  encompass 

Housing Beneft and Income Support for Mortgage Interest. So whilst, for 

example, The Government's Fuel Poverty Strategy takes account of both 

income defnitions, targets are set with reference to the defnition that 

includes such benefts  as  part  of  income (DECC,  2001:  30).  However, 

organisations such as National Energy Action maintain that these benefts 

should  be  removed  entirely  from  consideration  as  to  whether  a 

household  is  fuel  poor;  thus  the  defnition  should  refer,  as  far  as 

possible, only to disposable income (NEA, 2010). 

Water Poverty

Water  poverty  is  a  more  recently  defned concept,  with  late  adoption 

partially attributed to the lower relative impact of water charges upon 

household costs in comparison to fuel bills (DEFRA, 2009). Nevertheless, 

from the mid-1990s – as housing costs and the incidence of poverty 

continued  to  increase  -  an  emergent  academic  literature  began  to 

discuss water poverty as a distinct issue, drawing upon existing policy 

literature  and  concerns  voiced  by  consumers  (see  Huby,  1995;  also 

Lister, 1995). 

The frst concrete defnition of water poverty was suggested by Fitch and 

Price (2002), who  - using the fuel poverty defnition as a starting point – 

derived the percentage of income spent on water bills by the lowest three 
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income deciles. This was found to be three per cent, and this value was 

accordingly adopted as the equivalent to the ten percent fgure for fuel. 

The Fitch and Price defnition is utilised by both organisations (Creative 

Research,  2009;  on  behalf  of  the  Consumer  Council  for  Water)  and 

suppliers (Yorkshire Water, 2007). Whilst this suggests that it has been 

accepted  at  least  some degree,  it  has  not  been  formally  adopted  by 

Government.   It  was  referred  to  as  a   “useful  indicator”  in  The 

Independent  Review  of  Charging  for  Household  Water  and  Sewerage 

Services (DEFRA, 2009) – popularly known as the Walker Review - the 

most  comprehensive  analysis  of  domestic  water  afordability  to  date 

conducted by Government; however, it is explicitly not adopted for usage 

for several reasons.

Firstly, no standard volume of water has been established for individual 

need  (DEFRA,  2009).  Secondly,  water  is  subject  to   regional  cost 

variations that have a far greater impact on price than any diferentials  

between  fuel  companies.  Finally,  as  water  supply  cannot  legally  be 

disconnected, it is argued that no individual can truly be in water poverty 

where poverty  is  defned as a  lack of  something;  even if  they cannot 

aford water, they will still be able to access it (DEFRA, 2008). This fnal 

reason draws reference to a defnition of water poverty more akin to that 

proposed by Salameh (2000) than that of Fitch and Price (2002). Salameh 

considers water poverty in a more absolute sense, i.e., whether water is 

actually available to serve the needs of a population. This distinction is 

observed by Komnenic et al. (2009: 220), who contrasts Fitch and Price's 
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defnition with the broader defnition, stating that the former “serves the 

practical purpose to capture the afordability of water to households, but 

does  not  attempt  to  incorporate  the  other  dimensions  related  to  the 

water.”

This research concerns the structural barriers that prevent individuals in 

fuel  or  water  poverty  accessing  the  support  mechanisms  that  are 

available  to  them.  However,  as  established  here,  neither  of  the 

established defnitions is universally adopted by the types of institutions 

that impact upon this support. Additionally, even where the defnitions 

are accepted, they are too nebulous to be used  rigorously, for example, 

as targeting criteria; no organisation providing support is likely to know 

for  sure  whether  an  individual  meets  either  defnition in  the  strictest 

sense.  Beyond this,  even,  the  usage  of  such defnitions  is  potentially 

undesirable. Denying support to someone whose water bill amounts to 

only 2.9% of their  net income may seem rather arbitrary.  As ensuring 

acceptance criteria are fully aligned with any accepted defnitions of fuel 

and water poverty is almost impossible, there would seem to be a high 

likelihood  of  individuals  in  fuel  or  water  poverty  failing  to  receive 

support; this is identifed as an issue worth of further investigation.

Joint Consideration of Fuel and Water Poverty

As discussed in the literature review, the concepts of fuel poverty and 

water poverty have long been linked; indeed, the defnition of the latter 
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was derived in reference to that of the former (Fitch and Price, 2002: 9-

10).  However, there are other similarities between water poverty and fuel  

poverty  that  compel  this  comparison  in  the  frst  instance.  The  frst 

obvious comparisons to draw are in the nature of the two commodities. 

Both are widely considered to be essential to a comfortable, healthy living 

standard.  Both  are  supplied  direct  to  the  household  and,  presuming 

timely payment, are available on demand. 

There are also  similarities  in  the industry  structures.  Fuel  is  supplied 

privately  throughout  the  United Kingdom,  as  is  water  in  England and 

Wales. Indeed, the United Kingdom and France remain the only OECD 

countries  where  the  water  supply  is  operated  mostly  by  the  private 

sector.  It  is  the English  and Welsh example that  goes  the furthest  in 

limiting role of the public sector, restricting it largely to setting targets 

(Brook Cowen, 2007). Otherwise, ninety percent of international domestic 

water and wastewater services remain in the hands of the public sector 

(Rogers and Hall, 2003). For this reason, England and Wales, specifcally, 

present a unique case in terms of comparisons between water and fuel 

supply.

By far the most distinct diference between the two is in terms of the 

possibility  of  disconnection;  whilst  the  disconnection  or  restriction  of 

water supply has been illegal since 1999 (see Water Industry Act, 1999: 

Schedule  4A),  fuel  disconnection  is  permitted  in  cases  where  the 

customer is not viewed to be vulnerable and outside of winter months 
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(see  Ofgem,  2010).  The  disconnection  diference  is  crucial  to  any 

comparison of water and fuel poverty, and can be judged to have wide 

ranging impacts in terms of customer attitudes to bills, debt collection 

methods,  and  perceived  urgency  of  obligation,  amongst  other  factors 

(see Snell  and Main, 2009; also Creative Research, 2009).  One crucial 

manifestation of  this  is  that,  in  water,  there  is  no sanction to  induce 

consumers to make payment; this creates a difculty for water companies 

in discerning between those who “can't pay” and those who “won't pay” 

(Sawkins and Dickie 2008). This issue, in particular, will prove crucial to 

this,  and  any  other,  comparisons  of  fuel  and  water  poverty  policy. 

Furthermore, Fitch and Price observe that as there is no possibility of 

disconnection, there is no mortality rate associated with water poverty as 

there is with fuel in the form of winter mortality (Fitch and Price, 2002, p. 

9). However, Snell et al. observe that there is logical inconsistency in the  

disconnection  diference  as  some of  the  core  functions  of  water,  for  

example, washing, require the water to be heated (Snell et al., 2009).

A second key diference is in the means of supply; whilst both fuel and 

water  supply  are  privatised  (in  England  and  Wales,  at  least),  water 

remains in the hands of natural, regional monopolies. Thus customers 

are able to choose their fuel supplier, but not their water supplier; this 

may  be  expected  to  have  some  impact  of  the  customer-supplier 

relationship in either case. Additionally, water customers remain subject 

to regional price diferentials, which are in some cases signifcant (see 

Huby and Anthony, 1997; also Ofwat, 2010b).
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Whilst fuel is universally metered, and so paid for according to usage, 

water  in  large  part  remains  subject  to  standard  charges  tied  to  the 

rateable  valuable  of  the  property  in  question.   Given  that  Ofwat 

encourage water metering, and that from 2010 suppliers will have the 

option to make meters compulsory (see Ofwat 2010c), it is expected that 

they  will  become  more  prevalent;  however,  for  now  this  presents  a 

catalyst for diferences to emerge. For example, as observed by Snell and 

Main (2009), where usage is not metered, there is no fnancial incentive 

to moderate usage on environmental grounds. However, metering is also 

viewed to present a potential risk should consumers moderate their use 

to  unhealthy  or  unhygienic  levels  on  the  basis  of  afordability  (Huby, 

1995); a form of self-disconnection. Thus the severe health impacts that 

Fitch and Price (2002) previously discounted for water could still emerge, 

to some extent. The impacts of fuel and water usage on health and the 

environment will be discussed further later on in this chapter. A fnal key 

distinction between the fuel poverty and water poverty is in the type and 

level of support available to those individuals who fnd themselves in one 

or both (see Snell and Main, 2009). 

Given the core similarities between fuel and water, a comparison of the 

two can be expected to be mutually benefcial. In particular, as literature 

on water poverty is decidedly more limited, the more established base of 

research around fuel  poverty  makes  for  an extremely  useful  point  of 

reference. Equally,  the diferences between the two are also worthy of 
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close  consideration,  both  in  terms  of  explanatory  power,  as  well  as 

ofering potential for policy transfer. This research aims to build upon a 

growing  academic  consideration  of  fuel  and  water  poverty  as  related 

concepts, much of which has been undertaken within the Department of 

Social  Policy  and Social  Work at  the University  of  York  (see Snell  and 

Main, 2009; Snell and Bradshaw, 2009; Snell et al., 2009).

Prevalence

Whilst there remains some contention around the proposed defnitions of 

fuel and water poverty in terms of implementing support mechanisms, 

one common application of both is in statistical work undertaken by both 

policymakers and academics to establish prevalence. Such work is useful 

in assessing the extent of the issues, even if the transition to real-world 

policy  solutions  is  rather  more  fraught.  In  this  section,  I  will  discuss 

existing work undertaken to establish both the prevalence of fuel and 

water  poverty,  as  well  as  the extent  to  which they  are  anticipated to 

overlap. 

Fuel Poverty Prevalence

In  line  with  the  government  commitment  to  end  fuel  poverty  in  the 

United Kingdom by 2018 (DECC, 2001), the Department for Energy and 

Climate Change release annual statistics that model the incidence of fuel 

poverty nationally (DECC, 2009). The report uses data from the English 
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House Condition Survey, the Scottish House Condition Survey, the Living 

in Wales Survey, and the Interim House Condition Survey (for Northern 

Ireland) to estimate fuel poverty based on data on full and basic (minus 

housing costs) income, and using estimates of fuel costs derived from 

data held around household consumption, fuel type and fuel costs.

From this data, a fuel poverty ratio is derived as follows:

(from DECC, 2009: 2)

 

If this ratio is greater than 0.1 (in line with the standard defnition) then 

the household is defned as being fuel poor. 

This  methodology  is  somewhat  limited  in  that  it  uses  estimates  of 

satisfactory  fuel  costs  as  opposed  to  actual  usage;  thus  it  does  not 

account for overuse and underuse of fuel. However, as an estimate of 

levels  of  fuel  poverty  assuming usage that  matches  that  defnition,  it 

serves as a useful indicator. It is also worth considering that there is a  

year's  lag in the fgures released by DECC (see DECC, 2009: 53). The 

most recent Annual Report on Fuel Poverty (DECC, 2009) the prevalence 

of  fuel  poverty  across the United Kingdom in 2007 was  estimated at 

around 4 million, or around 16% of all households.

22
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In  addition  to  the  annual  review  undertaken  by  government,  some 

external work has been undertaken to map the incidence of fuel poverty 

in the United Kingdom on a ward level; for example, work undertaken in 

Scotland by  Changeworks, 2010 drawing upon methodology suggested 

by  Morrison  and  Shortt  (2008),  and  in  England  by  the  Centre  for 

Sustainable  Energy  at  the  University  of  Bristol  (Fuel  Poverty  Indicator, 

2010).

Water Poverty Prevalence

Due in part to the fact that the defnition of water poverty is not so widely 

accepted, research into the prevalence of water poverty is more limited. 

However, work undertaken by Bradshaw and Chzhen (2008: 3) utilising 

data from the 2005/6 Expenditure and Fuel Survey estimated prevalence 

at 13.4 per cent of households in that period. Furthermore, it was found 

that this rate was doubled for a range of vulnerable groups including 

single pensioners, workless households and the bottom income quintile.

Interaction

The  statistical  analysis  undertaken  by  Bradshaw  and  Chzhen  (2008) 

utilising data from the 2005/6 Expenditure and Fuel Survey assessed the  

interaction between fuel and water poverty:
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Table 2:

(%) In Water Poverty Not  in  Water 

Poverty
In Fuel Poverty 63.7 (33.8) 36.3
Not  in  Fuel 

Poverty

9.8 90.2

[Brackets indicate corresponding alternate column percentage.]

(adapted from Bradshaw and Chzhen, 2008, p.16)

And  so  it  is  found  that  63.7%  of  those  in  fuel  poverty  are  in  water 

poverty, whilst only 33.8% of those in water poverty are in fuel poverty. 

This disparity could potentially explained by the regional diferentials in 

water  pricing;  might  expect  that  in  regions  where  water  pricing  is 

comparatively high, there is a high incidence of water poverty without 

fuel  poverty.  The coincidence of  water  and fuel  poverty  is  of  interest 

largely in that it further validates drawing comparisons between the two.

Support Networks

It  should  be  noted  at  this  stage  that,  whereas  consideration  of  fuel 

poverty considers the whole of the United Kingdom, that of water poverty 

considers  only  England  and  Wales.  This  is  because  only  England  and 

Wales  operate  the  types  of  privatised  water  distribution  under 
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consideration in this research. It is not believed that this slight diference 

impacts upon comparisons drawn, and it would be impractical to remove 

Scotland  and  Northern  Ireland  from  consideration  of  fuel  poverty. 

Additionally,  the devolved regions set  their  own targets  in  respect  of 

tackling fuel  poverty (DEFRA,  2004);  as water  poverty is  not explicitly 

accepted as a defned concept, no specifc targets are set. Again, it is not  

believed that this impacts upon any comparisons drawn.

A  complex  network  of  organisations  exist  around  the  support  of 

consumers  in  fuel  and  water  poverty.  It  is  worth  noting  that  these 

networks are frequently subject  to change,  which may be a particular 

note as a new government has recently taken ofce; this consideration is 

correct at time of writing. The next section considers in more detail the 

kinds  of  support  mechanisms  that  are  provided  by  these  networks. 

However,  it  is  worth  frst  considering  the  incentives  that  drive  such 

provision. A review of policy indicates that there are two main legislative 

goals driving the provision of support; environmental impact and social 

wellbeing.

Environmental Impact

Environmental  impacts concern externalities  to the supply of  fuel  and 

water that impact negatively upon the environment; for the large part, 

within  this  context,  this  refers  to  carbon  emissions.  It  is  difcult  to 

establish  incentive  links  between  unmetered  water  usage  and 
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environmental beneft (see Snell and Main, 2009). As such, environmental 

impact incentives tend to take on less signifcance in terms of tackling 

water  poverty.  In  tackling  fuel  poverty,  however,  the review of  policy 

indicates  that  they  are  of  a  high  signifcance;  indeed,  standards  that 

relate to energy efciency may prioritise environmental  incentives and 

treat fuel poverty reduction as a positive side efect. 

The two major pieces of environmental legislation that apply here are the 

Carbon Emissions Reduction Target (CERT) and the Community Energy 

Saving  Programme  (CESP).  CERT  was  enacted  in  2006  (see  HM 

Government,  2006),  and  places  requirements  upon  suppliers  to  cut 

domestic  carbon  emissions.  In  line  with  the  Act's  commitment  to 

reducing fuel poverty, it is required that 40 per cent of this target be met 

through delivering measures to vulnerable groups.  CESP began in 2009 

(DECC,  2010a)  and,  targets  households  in  designated  areas  of  low 

income for energy efciency measures. The focus here, accordingly, is far 

more  linked  to  fuel  poverty  reduction  than  with  CERT.  However,  the 

scope of CESP is substantially more limited.

A wide body of literature exists establishing the social,  environmental 

and  health  benefts  of  energy  improvements  to  housing  stock  (see 

Jenkins,  2010;  Olsen,  2001;  Power,  2008;  Roberts  2008).  However,  a 

more limited literature also explores concerns about the regressive ways 

in which such schemes are funded (see Dresner and Ekins , 2006; Feng et 

al., 2010) and the potential for environmental incentives to be at cross 
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purposes with those aimed at improving social wellbeing (Powells, 2009).

Social Wellbeing

Social wellbeing is a somewhat vague concept, but in this context – given 

the nature of the defnitions of fuel and water poverty – refers to the 

ability  of  consumers  to  pay  for  sufcient  fuel  and  water  without 

exceeding the level of spending that would categorise them as being in 

poverty.

The drive to improve generalised social wellbeing to individuals in fuel 

and water poverty is likely to be a signifcant driver, particularly for those 

without legislative responsibility or economic incentive. One would also 

hope that  this  is  a  key  driver  behind  much government  activity.  The 

extent  to  which  it  drives  suppliers  is  harder  to  discern.  Whilst  many 

present  a  strong  sense  of  social  responsibility  within  their  corporate 

identity, the extent to which this actually impacts upon business choices 

is by no means clear.

Combined Incentives

Initial reviews of organisational literature indicate that it is rare for social 

and environmental incentives to overlap to any signifcant degree; most 

organisations seem to refer  entirely  to one or the other.  One distinct 

instance in which this does occur is in the case of Local Authorities.  The 
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New Performance Frame Work for Local Authorities and Local Authority 

Partnerships  (DCLG,  2007:  4)  ofers  up  a  set  of  198  measures 

representing “national priorities for local government, working alone or 

in partnership”. These include, within the ‘Environmental Sustainability’ 

outcome:

(DCLG, 2007: 12)

Each Local Authority works under a Local Area Agreement (LAA) which 

includes up to thirty fve of these indicators; it would seem fair to assume 

that where both have been selected, schemes operated by that Authority 

would combine incentives. Further work on the impacts of these NI 187 

of  Authority  behaviour  has  been  undertaken  by  Hossain  (2009). 

Furthermore,  Powells  (2009)  considers  the  network  complexities  that 

underlie  support  provision;  this  research  aims  to  build  upon  this 

acknowledged existing research basis around the incentives that drive 

delivery.

Economic Proft

In addition to these incentives, a third driver of a slightly diferent nature 

is  identifed;  that  of  economic  incentives,  in  the  form  of  proft. 

Additionally,  it  is  anticipated  that  this  motive  may  not  necessarily 
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promote the creation of support mechanisms. Suppliers might see strong 

support for consumers managing their bills as a good way to improve 

customer relations thus payment habits, but equally they may see heavy-

handed debt  collection methods  as  alternate  means  to  the same end 

(Creative Research, 2009: 78-82).

Economic incentives are easier to understand with regard to suppliers, as  

regards  their  responsibilities  to  their  shareholders.  This  gains  some 

complexity for water companies; as natural monopolies, the role of proft 

becomes more complex, and are impacted upon heavily by the regulator. 

Consumer organisations are unlikely to have any proft motivation, and 

any governmental consideration, i.e., in tax rates, is unlikely to present a 

signifcant consideration below Treasury level.

Support Mechanisms

A  range  of  measures  that  adjust  the  market  exist,  or  have  been 

suggested, with the goal of reducing fuel  or water poverty.  Not all  of 

these are judged to be of strict relevance to this work. In this section, I 

will clarify what is and what is not to be considered, with justifcations, 

and review literature that exists around the included measures.

Excluded Support Mechanisms

For the purposes of this research, support mechanisms are defned as 
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specifc  programmes  that  can  be  accessed  by  consumers  with  the 

intention  of  improving  their  ability  to  pay  domestic  fuel  and  water 

charges.

This excludes any measures that may be applied to customers regardless 

of ability to pay; for example, the application of meters, pre-payment 

meters and smart meters, the Winter Fuel Allowance and the opportunity 

to  change  companies.  It  also  does  not  include  or  any  overarching 

adjustments  to  market  prices,  for  example,  through   cross-regional 

water  subsidies  or  supply-side  changes.  Thirdly,  this  excludes  any 

suggested adjustments that are yet to be implemented, for example, any 

mandatory social tarif for fuel.  These will  not be included within this 

work as there is no option for customers to access them directly and so 

barriers do not apply.  Finally,  support  mechanisms that  aim to tackle 

poverty  in a  more general  sense are not included;  for  example,  non-

specifc debt advice and work to promote the take up of benefts. These 

may feature in the research to some extent, as they often coexist with 

support  mechanisms  that  are  being  considered;  for  example,  where 

advice agencies ofer general advice alongside that targeted directly at 

the fuel  and water  poor.  However,  they will  not  fgure as a  target  of 

consideration  as  to  do  so  would  broaden  this  research  considerably 

beyond that  of  the specifc  network that  supports  the fuel  and water 

poor.

Included Support Mechanisms
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Having  established  which  potential  impacts  upon  fuel  and  water 

afordability  are  not  to  be  included,  it  is  possible  to  apply  some 

categorisation  as  to  those  which  are  being  included.  The  previously 

discussed defnitions (see Boardman, 1991; Fitch and Price, 2002) rely 

upon two variables;  household income and expenditure,  derived as  a 

function of usage and cost, on fuel and water. Having established this,  

there can be viewed to exist two principle means by which consumers  

can be supported out of fuel or water poverty.

Firstly, they may have the efciency of their home improved so that they 

can obtain equivalent impact from a lower amount of water or fuel, thus 

reducing costs. Secondly, they may have their income increased (or bill 

decreased)  so  that  their  water  or  fuel  expenditure  is  no  longer  high 

enough  to  meet  the  defnition.  The  two  options  are  enacted  via  two 

diferent types of schemes. For the purposes of this discussion, these will 

be classifed, respectively, as “efciency improvement mechanisms” and 

“fnancial support mechanisms”.

Efciency improvement mechanisms refer to, in the large part, insulation 

measures pertaining to fuel. Whilst there are water efciency measures, 

those  currently  available  for  widespread  use  do  not   create  any 

substantial saving (see Snell and Main, 2009). Additionally, whilst solid 

wall  cladding  and  decentralised  energy  generation (see  Walker,  2008) 

ofer potential in this area, for the most part it is cavity wall insulation 
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that is currently ofered.

Financial support mechanisms exist in two major guises. Firstly,  those 

which increase the income – for example, a payment from government, 

supplier  or  a  charitable  trust  –  and  those  which  decrease  bills  –  for 

example,  a  social  tarif.  The  nature  of  fnancial  support  mechanisms 

mean that they can be quickly applied, and have the beneft of being 

linked  to  the  person  rather  than  their  house.  This  means  that  if  the 

individual moves home, the beneft is able to follow them.

The links of each of these to previously outlined incentives for providing 

support are clear; efciency improvement schemes have environmental 

benefts in, for example, reducing carbon emission. Thus it follows that 

such  schemes  will  be  utilised  in  meeting  CERT  and  CESP  targets. 

Similarly, fnancial support mechanisms are quick to enact and focus on 

the individual, rather than their house; and so it tends to follow that they 

will used where social wellbeing incentivises action. It should be noted 

that application of either method does not preclude application of the 

other. In addition to these two main vehicles for removing individuals 

from fuel or water poverty, a third, harder to classify, mechanism exists 

in the form of direct payment schemes; Fuel  Direct and Water Direct. 

These do not, explicitly seek to remove consumers from fuel and water 

poverty; indeed, as both require users to make a payment for usage, they 

could potentially have the opposite efect. However, they are designed 

specifcally  to  support  those  who have  trouble  playing  their  fuel  and 
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water bills (Direct.gov, 2010); thus they meet the predetermined criteria 

and will be included in this work. Discussion of this is included within 

that on fnancial support mechanisms as the impact it has is upon the bill 

rather than upon the house.

Efciency Improvement Mechanisms

• Energy Efciency Measures

As previously observed, energy efciency measures in this context refers 

predominantly  to  cavity  wall  insulation.  A  range  of  programmes  are 

delivered to this end (see EST, 2010) including those implemented by 

suppliers in line with CERT and CESP obligations. The Warm Front Scheme 

and its devolved equivalents also fall under this category; these are grant 

packages aimed by government at low income households to support the 

implementation of efciency measures.

It should be noted that these programmes have positive impacts both in 

reducing fuel poverty and in reducing carbon emissions; it is not always 

clear the extent to which these two diferent incentives impact upon the 

delivery of such programmes.

Just  as  a  body  of  literature  exists  considering  the  benefts  of  energy 

efciency  measures,  work  has  also  been  undertaken  evaluating  the 

success of these types of programmes (see Stewart, 2008; Healy, 2004) 
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and, in particular, issues around take-up (see Shortt, 2004; Gilbertson, 

2006) One particular identifed concern revolves around the difculties in 

encouraging  older  people  to  take-up  insulation  measures  (see 

Armstrong, 2006; Wright, 2004).

• Water Efciency Measures

Water  efciency  measures  in  current  use  consist  of  household 

adjustments such as low-fow shower heads and “toilet hippos”. These 

are relatively cheap and can often be administered directly by consumers. 

However,  as  mentioned,  water  efciency  measures  tend to  be;  this  is 

indicative in that no programme of any signifcance exists to fght water 

poverty  specifcally  via  the  implementation  of  such  measures.  As 

observed  previously,  this  is  in  part  because  the  impact  that  such 

measures  have  upon  water  bills  is  not  as  signifcant.  Secondly,  as  a 

majority of households in the United Kingdom remain unmetered, the 

link between usage and expenditure is not as substantial as that for fuel 

(Snell and Main, 2009). It might be anticipated that as metering becomes 

more commonplace  such measures will  become more signifcant as a 

means of reducing water poverty; however, for now they remain frmly 

secondary to fnancial support mechanisms.

Financial Support Mechanisms

• Social Tarifs
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Social tarifs are schemes that ofer eligible customers cheaper energy; 

exact  formats  vary.  All  English  water  suppliers  are  required  to  ofer 

WaterSure, the mandatory social tarif for water; Welsh suppliers ofer the 

tarif  voluntarily.  This  ensures  that  any  customer  meeting  eligibility 

criteria pays no more than the average household bill for their company, 

regardless of  usage (see Ofwat,  2010).  In addition,  some opt to ofer 

their own social tarifs to other customers. No mandatory social tarifs 

currently exist for fuel, though all of the six largest energy companies 

ofer their own versions (see Consumer Focus, 2010a); Ofgem stipulate 

that such tarifs must equal that suppliers' cheapest deal (EST, 2008).

• Charitable Trusts

Some suppliers operate charitable trusts, which ofer grants to applicants 

deemed suitable for such support. The criteria for such grants varies, as 

does the size of the diferent trusts. Some are operated directly by the 

supplier,  others  are  run  via  external  organisations  that  may  group 

multiple funds together. However, the Walker Review (DEFRA, 2009: 119) 

noted that “charitable schemes operated by companies serve a valuable 

role in helping people who are not eligible for any other assistance, and 

should be continued and introduced where not already in place”. That is, 

people who do not qualify for other schemes could seek help through 

charitable trusts. This could be particularly pertinent for those who do 

not quite qualify for wider support, but who have difculty paying their 
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bills.

• Payment Matching Schemes

A more recent addition to the range of measures available to support 

those  in  fuel  and  water  poverty  is  the  idea  of  payment  matching 

schemes, popularly known as “restart schemes”. The usual format is for 

the supplier to match – or part match – any payments a consumer makes 

towards their bill. It may be that this happens continually, or it may be 

that a debt is paid of once the consumer contributes a predetermined 

percentage. As such schemes are a relatively new concept, very literature 

exists discussing their utilisation. They are not yet widely ofered by fuel 

or water suppliers.

• Direct Payment Schemes

The Direct Payment  Schemes – Fuel and Water Direct – are administered 

by the Department for Work and Pensions. These allow consumers who 

are in arrears and in receipt of benefts to pay bills directly from those 

benefts,  along  with  a  contribution  towards  the  existing  debt.  The 

scheme is treated as a last resort and uptake has signifcantly decreased 

over  the  last  ffteen  years  (Ofgem,  2010:  36),  several  organisations 

promote  increased  uptake  (see  EAS,  2010)  and  research  produced  by 

Huby and Anthony (1997) and Ofgem (2010) also encourage increased 

uptake.
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Rationale for this Research

Having  reviewed  the  literature,  it  becomes  possible  to  identify  the 

research questions that drive the feldwork section of this research. The 

questions identifed fall under two overarching, though related, themes; 

translating policy to practice, and comparing and contrasting water and 

fuel poverty.

Translating Policy to Practice

Previous literature has considered the barriers preventing individuals in 

fuel and water poverty from accessing available support (see Dodds and 

Dobson, 2008) and assessed the shortcomings of providers in ensuring 

that consumers are supported efectively. (see Creative Research, 2009: 

83-91). 

However,  this  review  of  literature  has  demonstrated  the  theoretical 

existence  of  structural  barriers  inherent  to  the  unique  network  that 

supplies support to individuals who struggle with their fuel and water 

bills  in  the United Kingdom. These  exist  irrespective  of  the  ability  of 

consumers to access support, or the nature of support that is actually 

provided. Such barriers go largely unaddressed in the existing literature, 

and it is these that this research intends to address.
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This can be translated to a consideration of the gap between policy and 

practice. The review of literature considered the policy that is in place, 

but also identifed that there is a certain degree of freedom that exists 

around its implementation. The way in which the support mandated by 

legislation is  enacted in practice,  within the prescribed limits,  may be 

infuenced  by  numerous  factors;  these  include,  for  example, 

organisational interaction, incentives and market structure.

Having mapped out the policy through a review process, the intention is 

to conduct feldwork that will evaluate the ways in which it is enacted in 

practice. This forms the frst overarching research question, which asks:

• How do policy support mechanisms designed to beneft those in 

fuel and water poverty translate to practice?

To  respond  efectively  to  this,  reference  must  be  made  to  four 

corresponding gaps which have been previously identifed. Firstly, that 

not everybody in need of support receives it. Where lack of access is not 

dictated  by  factors  independent  of  the  network,  the  possibility  is 

identifed that the network itself creates barriers for certain individuals 

based  upon  external  factors,  for  example,  where  that  individual  is 

located;  these  issues  have  much in  common with  those  identifed  by 

“top-down” theories of policy implementation and failure (see Hudson 

and Lowe, 2009: 246-249). They will be considered in responding to the 

research sub-question:
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• Is the support provided uniform across the consumer base? 

Furthermore, it has been identifed that the defnitions of both fuel and 

water  poverty  are  contentious  and  somewhat  impractical  in  applying 

support.  As there is no simple way of defning and identifying those in 

need  of  support  a  certain  amount  of  discretion  exists  in  the 

implementation process, particularly where resources are limited. Thus 

there is the potential for a discrepancy between those who need support, 

and those who receive it;  this will  be addressed in responding to the 

research sub-question:

• To what extent is support available to those who need it?

These  frst  two  research  sub-questions,  it  should  be  noted,  relate 

primarily to fnancial support mechanisms; energy efciency schemes are 

not generally restricted to the fuel and water poor.

In reviewing policy literature, it was observed that there were two main 

types  of  support  mechanism  under  consideration;  those  that  were 

intended to improve usage efciency, thus lowering bills, and those that  

either increased income or decreased bills. Further consideration of the 

existing policy and support mechanisms indicated that there were two 

main  incentives  for  such  policies;  the  improvement  of  either 

environmental impact or social wellbeing. A third driver, economic proft, 
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was  also  identifed.  The  relative  signifcance  and  interaction  of  these 

incentives have considerable implications for the way in which policy is 

enacted  by  those  delivering  support  mechanisms;  these  will  be 

considered in responding to the research sub-question:

• What incentivises the provision of support?

Finally,  previous  work  has  suggested  that  water  suppliers  encounter 

difculties in discerning between consumers who “can't pay” their bills 

and  consumers  who  “won't  pay”  (Sawkins  and  Dickie,  2008).  This 

problem is particular  to the water industry as  consumers may not be 

disconnected, and so bills tend to be of low priority to those who are 

both in genuine fnancial difculties, and those who are simply unwilling 

to pay; thus it becomes difcult for suppliers to distinguish between the 

two (see DEFRA, 2009). 

This issue does not arise to such an extent in the fuel industry, largely 

because, with the exception of vulnerable customers (see Ofgem, 2010), 

the possibility of disconnection means that it is easier to assume that if 

an individual does not may their bill, it is because they cannot. However, 

in terms of producing an efective comparison, it is worth considering 

any  other,  previously  unidentifed,  issues  that  fuel  companies  face  in 

communicating with consumers in fnancial difculty. These issues will 

be addressed in responding to the research sub-question:
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• What is the nature of the relationships between consumers and the 

organisations that comprise the support network?

Comparing and Contrasting Fuel and Water Poverty

As has been demonstrated, an emerging body of research (see Snell and 

Main,  2009;  Snell  and  Bradshaw,  2009;  Snell  et  al.,  2009)  looks  to 

consider fuel and water poverty as related social problems; it is hoped 

that this work will sit within this as a further contribution. To achieve 

this, the two will be compared and contrasted through the data analysis 

process.  This  gives rise  to  the  second overarching  research question, 

which asks:

• In what respects do fuel and water poverty difer? In what respects 

are they similar? 

For  the  purposes  of  this  work,  which  considers  structural  barriers  to 

support access,  this  will  be considered from the perspectives of  both 

suppliers and consumers, enacted via two diferent but closely related 

sub-questions:

• In  terms  of  the  support  mechanisms  available  and  institutional 

attitudes?

• In terms of consumer treatment of the two issues?
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Secondly, the practical applications of combining fuel and water usage 

issues as policy problems have already been considered (see EST, 2009). 

This work will look to build upon the existing literature base by taking 

account of any emergent possibilities for combining solutions; these will 

be considered in response to the third sub-question:

• Do  opportunities  exist  to  combine  water  and  fuel  poverty 

support mechanisms so as to increase all-round efectiveness?
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Chapter Three: Methodology

In the previous chapter, a series of research questions were established; 

three  key  questions,  supported  by  sub-questions  which  serve  to 

operationalise the research. In summary, these were:

• How do policy support mechanisms designed to beneft those in 

fuel and water poverty translate to practice?

• Is the support provided uniform across the consumer base?

• To what extent is support available to those who need it?

• What incentivises the provision of support?

• What is the nature of the relationships between consumers and 

the organisations that comprise the support network?

• In what respects do fuel and water poverty difer? In what respects 

are they similar? 

• In terms of the support mechanisms available and institutional 

attitudes? 

• In terms of consumer treatment of the two issues?

• Do opportunities exist to combine water and fuel poverty support 

mechanisms so as to increase all-round efectiveness?

A qualitative methodological design was developed to respond to these 

questions,  comprising  of  a  series  of  semi-structured  key  informant 
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interviews  with  individuals  working  on  behalf  of  organisations  that 

engage,  in  some capacity,  with  consumers  who are  struggling to  pay 

their  fuel  bills,  water  bills,  or  both.  In  this  chapter,  the  process  of 

developing  the  methodology  will  be  explored  in  full,  including  a 

justifcation  of  choices  made.  An  account  will  also  be  given  of  the 

feldwork  process,  including  considerations  of  ethical  issues,  analysis, 

and the extent to which results might be generalised.

Methodological Design

It  was  decided  from  the  outset  that  a  qualitative  methodology  was 

deemed most appropriate in addressing the defned research questions. 

With reference to Bryman (2008: 21-23), this choice may be justifed on 

several levels. Firstly, this work is primarily inductive in focus, seeking to 

generate  new theories  around a  previously  unresearched topic,  rather 

than test any existing hypotheses. Secondly, it is concerned with the way 

in which individuals understand the social world; that is, the interactions 

that impact upon support mechanisms. This is a stance grounded more 

in interpretivism and constructionism than any positivistic epistemology 

that would be better assessed via quantitative methods (Silverman, 2010: 

11-14).  Finally,  this  research considers a  social  reality  constructed by 

individuals. The support networks and mechanisms that are in place are 

governed by those who participate within in the institutional framework; 

it is not an externalised reality beyond their control. Thus the best way to 

understand it further is by exploring it with the individuals themselves 
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(Punch, 2005: 56-58).

Building on this further, in order to understand the structural complexity 

and internal reality of the systems designed to support individuals in fuel 

and water poverty, a coherent course of action was judged to be formally 

interviewing  the  individuals  who  work  within  those  institutions. 

Accordingly, the adopted research methodology was that of conducting 

key informant interviews with individuals working within those support 

structures designed to assist consumers who encountered difculty in 

paying their fuel and water bills.

Beyond  the  recognised  potential  of  this  method  in  gathering  broad 

information  about  policy  networks,  key  informant  interviews  are  also 

recognised as a time-efcient means of gathering high quality, detailed 

data from knowledgeable sources who are often more than willing to talk 

about  their  professional  experiences  (UCLA,  2010).  Additionally,  as 

participants in this type of key informant investigation are contributing 

on a professional, rather than a personal, level, the potential for ethical 

difculties  is  reduced.  However,  care  must  be  taken  to  ensure  that 

participation  does  not  impact  upon  career  prospects.  Key  informant 

interviewing is commonly used in situations where participants might be 

reluctant to talk, or where research is attempting to understand the way 

in which a policy network works by talking to key actors. Both of these 

factors play into this work, to some extent
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There are two main research scenarios whereby this method tends to be 

adopted.  Firstly,  where  the  group  under  consideration  is  particularly 

inaccessible,  either  due  to  ethical  restrictions  or  unwillingness  to 

participate (see Burns et al., 2007). In these cases, key informants are 

used  essentially  as  proxies  to  gain  access  to  the  experiences  of 

unavailable  individuals.  This  approach  is  used  frequently  by 

ethnographers (see Bernard and Ryan, 2010: 372). Secondly, the method 

is used frequently by researchers who seek to understand the nature of a 

particular policy network (see Riddell and Weedon, 2009). In some sense, 

these two applications are related in that policy networks bear certain 

similarities to restricted networks. For example, they may be difcult to 

access due to commercial sensitivities and closed institutional structures. 

They may also be subject to their own norms and values in the form of 

fxed organisational working practices. Generally speaking, though, it is 

the  latter  rationale  that  is  more  pertinent  as  this  research  seeks  to 

uncover more about the nature of a particular network, i.e., that which 

exists to support individuals in fuel and water poverty.

One  widely  recognised  impediment  when  conducting  key  informant 

interviews is  in  accessing participants  (University of  Illinois,  2010).  By 

their very nature, key informants within policy networks are likely to be 

busy people who potential hold some seniority within their organisation, 

and so availability for interview could be problematic. To combat this, it 

was important to be as fexible as possible when proposing interviews; 

this is discussed further in the next section. A further concern around the 
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key  informant  technique  (see  University  of  Illinois,  2010)  is  around 

generalisability.  It  is  acknowledged  that  selecting  informants  that 

accurately  represent the diverse range of  opinions that  exist  within a 

policy network poses a  potential  challenge,  and that  some informant.  

This issue will be considered further in the fnal section of this chapter, 

which discusses the generalisability of my methodology.

Bernard  and  Ryan  (2010:  371)  note  the  importance  of  allowing  key 

informants to hold forth on subjects in which they have a high level of 

expertise. They also observe that key informants, as interviewees, can be 

made  aware  in  precise  terms  of  the  categories  and  themes  under 

investigation and ofer  their  own judgements upon these.  This  advice 

informed the interview process. Semi-structured interviews were used, as 

they allowed interviewees fexibility  to talk about issues that  they felt 

important,  but  some  structure  in  terms  of  ensuring  discussion 

maintained an awareness of research questions. Particular eforts were 

also made not to compel interviewees towards any particular conclusions; 

for example, when asking about organisational incentives, participants 

were initially encouraged to ofer their own thoughts, rather than being 

directed  to  those  incentives  previously  highlighted  in  the  literature 

review. A sample topic guide is in Appendix 1. Note that, as participant 

organisations  were  of  rather  diferent  natures,  topics  viewed  to  be 

irrelevant in any specifc case were disregarded.

Participant Sourcing
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In order to gain insight into the roles of institutions that engage  with 

consumers who struggle to pay their fuel bill or water bills, the intention 

was to source participants from a range of organisations spread fairly 

equally across the water and fuel sectors. The initial target number of 

interviews, derived with reference to practical constraints, was ffteen.

Mapping the Network

To identify relevant organisations, a mapping process was undertaken in 

the frst instance. The aim of this was to produce a complete list of every 

organisation that explicitly sought to work with individuals encountering 

difculties in paying their fuel or water bills. This included all suppliers, 

regulators,  charitable  trusts,  special  interest  groups,  consultancies,  

relevant government departments and agencies and consumer support 

group.  This  list  was  informed  by  personal  experience, the  literature 

review process and further internet searches.

It should be noted that this research is by no means a priori as it forms 

part of a body ongoing research within the Department of Social Policy 

and Social Work at the University of York (see Snell and Main, 2009; Snell 

and Bradshaw, 2009; Snell et al., 2009). The use of search engines such 

as Google proved particularly useful in mapping specifcs, for example, 

identifying fuel companies that are currently in operation. An indication 

as to how this mapping process was organised is included as Appendix 

2.
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Once this mapping process was complete, the list was used to guide the 

participant  sourcing  strategy.  As  mentioned  previously,  practical 

limitations meant  that  a  target  of  around ffteen interviews had been 

deemed viable. In view of this constraint, the list was used to try and 

ensure  that  the  fnal  participant  group  met  the  requirements  of  the 

chosen methodology. In order to achieve this, the list was reviewed to 

identify  “priority  organisations”;  those  whose  input  was  deemed 

particularly  crucial  to  developing  a  strong  answer  to  the  identifed 

research questions. These might include, for example, those responsible 

for delivering a major source of  support  or organisations that  fulfl  a 

unique role within the support network; for example, regulators and the 

consumer support quangos mandated by legislation.

In  some  cases,  many  examples  of  one  type  of  priority  organisation 

existed; for example, there are around twenty diferent energy suppliers 

active at time of writing. A purposive sample (Bernard and Ryan, 2010: 

365-366) was taken that refected the make-up of the network map. For 

example, ensuring that both small and large suppliers were contacted. 

Another special case whereby a very large group of priority organisations 

existed was that of Local Authorities. In this case a degree of pragmatism 

was involved; the sample was more one of convenience (see Bernard and 

Ryan, 2010: 366) in that Authority selected was one local to the research. 

To  try  and  ensure  that  the  data  gathered  would  be  relevant,  it  was 

checked that this Authority had opted into at least one of the previously 
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discussed National Indicators 186 and 187 (see DCLG, 2008) as part of 

the LAA.

As recognised previously, key informant interviews present a particular 

challenge in terms of access to potentially busy, high profle individuals 

working  in  commercially  sensitive  industries.  Accordingly,  it  was 

accepted  that  there  was  a  strong  likelihood  of  individuals  contacted 

either not responding or being unable to participate. In recognition of 

this, the participant sourcing strategy operated in a series of “phases”. In 

the frst instance, only the eighteen organisations designated as being of 

priority were contacted. This number was slightly over the target number 

to take account of the identifed potential for access problems, but was 

not so large as to make interviewing all infeasible should the response 

rate be particularly high.

Making Contact

On selecting an organisation for involvement,  further internet searches 

were used to establish how contact with an appropriate participant might 

best  be  made.  An  issue  did  emerge  here,  as  there  was  considerable 

disparity  in  terms  of  ease  of  access.  For  example,  many  corporate 

websites  choose  not  to  publish  staf  email  addresses  online,  instead 

facilitating contact by means of an online form. Many also ofer only two 

avenues  of  enquiry;  consumer  queries  on  their  public  websites,  and 

media enquiries via corporate websites. It was decided which avenue of 
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access was most appropriate on a case-by-case basis; this may have had 

an unintended impact upon interviewee selection. It is recognised that 

this method of sourcing and contacting organisations might be seen to 

exclude those without a maintained internet presence. However, in reality 

the ubiquity of internet access for organisations of any size means that 

this efect is negligible at best.

This  work  constitutes  part  of  an  ongoing  body  of  previously-funded 

research,  and  accordingly  some links  with  organisations  were already 

established. In a small number of cases, these were used to make contact  

with interviewees. It is accepted that using such links could potentially 

introduce a small amount of bias into the participant group. However,  

given the acknowledged access issues, it was deemed that the benefts of 

being able to make contact with priority organisations outweighed the 

costs.

Following initial contact, a period of one week was allowed for responses, 

following  which  a  second  phase  of  emails  were  sent  to  alternate 

organisations,  as  well  as  to  alternate  choices  from the priority  group 

where that option existed, i.e., energy suppliers. Again, the number of 

emails sent in this phase took account of potential for lack of response, 

but allowed that all  interviews were feasible if  uptake was high,  or if 

organisations  from  the  frst  phase  did  eventually  respond.  Following 

another week a fnal, more restricted, set of emails was sent, this time 

specifcally  aimed  at  targeting  perceived  gaps  in  the  established 
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participant  group.  Within  this  phase,  some  second  attempts  at 

communication  were  made  with  previously  included  organisations  via 

diferent avenues, for example, use of a diferent email address. 

On occasion, an organisation took longer than one week to respond, for 

example, due to an individual being on annual leave; in these situations, 

responses  were  followed  up  for  interview.  In  some  instances, 

interviewees  ofered  up  contacts  who  might  also  be  interested  in 

participating in the research. Where this occurred, the suitability of the 

contact  to  the  participant  group  and  the  potential  for  bias  were 

objectively considered, and the ofer accepted or declined accordingly. 

Once contact with an organisation was established via email, an interview 

appointment was made. Whilst in some cases it was possible to contact a 

specifc  individual  about  participation,  in  the  majority  of  instances  a 

general  contact  was  made  and  then  an  appropriate  participant  was 

referred  by  the  organisation.  Email  correspondence  maintained  a 

professional tone, acknowledged that participants were busy individuals 

and made clear how much their involvement was valued and appreciated. 

With reference to Bernard and Ryan (2010: 371), the aims and themes of 

the project were explained in detail to enable participants to contribute 

in as informed a manner as possible; please refer to Appendix 3 for a 

sample email introducing the project and requesting participation.

Organisational  structure  and  relationships  would  presumably  have  an 
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impact upon who was selected by that organisation as an appropriate 

candidate for interview, and thus impact upon results; however this was  

beyond  the  control  of  the  research  process.  In  most  cases,  it  was 

perceived that organisations who were willing to participate sought to 

provide contact with the individual within their organisation that they felt 

was best placed to respond. In a limited number of cases interviews were 

immediately refused; in all instances, this was because the organisation 

commented that their contribution would not be of use.

As a fnal observation, it had been anticipated that it might be harder to 

fnd  people  engaged in  supporting  those  who  had  trouble  with  their 

water bills, refecting the fact that this issue has a lower profle than the 

support of those in fuel poverty. In practice, however, this was not an 

obstacle. In fact, those involved in working with water customers were in 

some  respects  slightly  more  enthusiastic  to  participate,  with  some 

indication that they felt water poverty had been previously being under-

researched and of comparatively low priority in the eyes of policy makers. 

Fieldwork

Following the participant sourcing process, the fnal feldwork conducted 

consisted of 15 interviews, encompassing 21 diferent individuals.  For 

the most part, interviews were conducted by telephone on a one-to-one 

basis. However, in view of the difculty of sourcing participants for key 

informant interviews, some fexibility was accepted in terms of interview 
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methodology in order to secure interviews. Indeed, in the frst instance 

telephone interviews were selected as the default  method based upon 

their  efciency  and  convenience  (see  Bryman,  2008:  198).  This  is  of 

particular priority given that, in the very nature of this participant group, 

they  were busy individuals  geographically  scattered across  the United 

Kingdom.

There are some cons to conducting telephone interviews (Bryman, 2008: 

198-199),  but these were judged not to impact particularly upon this 

project.  Equally,  given  the  access  issues  and  geographical  spread  of 

participants,  this  was  the  only  way  to  make the  research practicable. 

Given the roles of interviewees, all were accustomed to telephone-based 

discussion and accessible. Additionally, as the questions were not of a 

personal nature, there was no particular concern around observing facial 

expressions or coaxing out more personal answers, both of which would 

have been easier in person.

In a small minority of instances, individuals expressed a preference for 

in-person interview; this was generally either because of practicality, or 

because they were more accustomed to face-to-face meetings. Similarly, 

a small number organisations preferred to have more than one individual 

interviewed at any one time. The reasons for this were either practicality,  

or the desire to combine the insight of more than one individual working 

for the organisation in diferent capacities to present a more complete 

picture.  As  before,  this  amendment  to  the  standard  procedure  was 
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complied with. In both cases, recognising acknowledged access issues, 

these requests were met in all instances.

Interviews  undertaken  in  person  are  generally  longer  than  those 

conducted on the telephone (see de Leeuw, 2008). Interviews taken with 

more  than  one  person  may  also  ofer  diferent  potential  as  to  the 

dynamics  involved  (Punch,  2005:  171-172).  However,  again,  access 

issues prioritised taking the interview over ensuring strict consistency of 

method. The nature of the interviews also lessened cause for concern in 

this  respect;  all  participants in group interviews were working for the 

same  organisations  so  –  it  may  be  presumed  –  shared  similarity  of 

outlook and agenda. Even if this were not the case, this research is more 

concerned  with  the  interactions  between  organisations  than  internal 

dynamics.

Whilst the variations in interview methods were not ideal, it was judged 

that it was preferable to take interviews under adjusted conditions than 

to  risk  losing  access  entirely.  By  remaining  aware  of  the  recognised 

diferences between the diferent interviews during the analysis phase, 

every efort was made to ensure that impact upon results was minimal.

As  recommended  by  Silverman  (2010:  197),  the  frst  interview  was 

treated as a pilot study to ensure efectiveness of question choice and 

interview style. The pilot also allowed for the resolution of any potential 

practical  difculties,  for  example, in  establishing correct  usage of  the 
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digital  recording  device,  and  ensuring  the  interview lengths  indicated 

when contacting participants were accurate.

Ethical Considerations

In undertaking this research, the four key ethical principles identifed by 

Diener  and  Crandall  (1978)  were  considered  to  ensure  that  no 

transgressions  occurred.  These  principles  are;  harm  to  participants; 

invasion of privacy; lack of informed consent; deception. In addition, it 

was  ensured  that  the  work  abided  by  Departmental  and  University 

standards  for  ethical  conduct;  the  Economic  and  Social  Research 

Council's Research  Ethics  Framework  (ESRC,  2010)  ofered  further 

guidance. Departmental ethical approval for this project was sought and 

received in advance.

   

No participants were perceived to be particularly vulnerable, as each was 

speaking primarily in their capacity as representative of an organisation 

rather than ofering a  particularly  personal  perspective.  Thus harm to 

participants was not judged to be a particular risk when conducting this 

work. By the same token, as the research did not consider the private 

lives of individuals, there was not judged to be any signifcant potential 

for invasion of privacy.

All participants were informed verbally before beginning their interview 

that proceedings would be tape-recorded and that whilst their opinions, 
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contributions and quotes might be included, they and their organisation 

would remain fully anonymous in any work produced. Each participant 

returned an informed consent form indicating that they had understood 

and agreed with this policy. This process was designed to ensure that 

involvement could not impact negatively upon any participant's career. 

For a template consent form used in conducting this research,  please 

refer to Appendix 4.

In terms of ensuring that no deception occurred, every efort was made 

to ensure that the work was as transparent as possible. Indeed, a high 

level of clarity was intrinsic to the use of the key informant technique. 

Firstly,  in  giving  participants  a  clear  understanding  of  the  nature  of 

research, they were better able to understand the sort of contributions 

that were relevant, and so could provide higher quality data. Secondly, 

many participants were interested in the outcomes of the research as it 

had  relevance  to  their  professional  activities;  accordingly,  it  was 

important to be very clear about the aims of the work and the expected 

format of outputs.

Whilst strict confdentiality was observed in every case without exception, 

it is interesting to note that there was a deviation in attitude to this policy 

across the participant base. Whilst some individuals were unconcerned 

about  confdentiality,  both  in  respect  of  themselves  and  of  their 

organisation.  However,  other  organisations  stated a  strong preference 

not to be named, generally stating fear of  perceived bias within their 
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industry  role  as  the  reason  for  this.  Furthermore,  some  individual 

interviewees appeared to be more open once it was confrmed that they 

and their organisations would not be named, perhaps otherwise worrying 

that their responses might have an impact upon their employment.  

Analysis

All  interviews were transcribed verbatim from digital  recordings made 

during the feld work process. Every efort was made to ensure accuracy, 

however, following guidance from Silverman (2010: 212) in reference to 

research of this nature, the emphasis was placed upon what was said as  

opposed to the way it was said. 

Following transcription, all interviews were coded with the aid of TAMS 

Analyzer,  a  computer-assisted  qualitative  design  designed  to  support 

this process (see TAMS Analyzer, 2010). Computer-assisted analysis has 

its  supporters  and  detractors.  Some  view  that  it  is  unnecessary  and 

potentially narrows scope (see Seale, 2010: 257). The objection that it 

does not easily facilitate close examination of small data extracts applies 

more to conversational analysis where detail is required. In this instance 

it was found to be an efcient means of coding large amounts of data 

and quickly extracting thematic links. 

The coding process itself was a hybrid of a priori methodology (Weber, 

1990) and thematic analysis (Reissmann, 2008: 53-76). Some categories 

58



applying directly to certain support mechanisms and themes relating to 

specifc  research  questions  were  established  in  advance  of  coding. 

However, on some occasions themes emerged that were not satisfed by 

the  predetermined  category  set;  these  were  then  added  and  applied 

again to all transcripts. This means of analysis was deemed appropriate 

in both responding to the predetermined research questions, whilst still 

allowing  for  unanticipated  theories  do  be  generated  in  line  with  the 

inductive framework that guides this research. For a table of categories 

utilised, both those predetermined and those created during the analysis 

process, please refer to Appendix 5.

Following analysis  and  write-up,  some participants  requested  to  view 

early chapter drafts to provide reassurance that confdentiality had been 

maintained when quoting directly.  This  was allowed and also had the 

inadvertent, but positive, impact of acting as a “laugh test” (Meiners and 

Goss, 1994) or “snif test” (Hamermesh, 2000: 374); showing fndings to 

participants  to  check  that  analysis  has  not  construed  anything  so 

outlandish as to be seem absurd when viewed from their perspective. 

Participants did not fag up any material as failing this test.

Generalisability

It is recognised that there exist restrictions as to the generalisability of 

this research. However, the goal of this work is to generate theory around 

an area that is largely unknown. Currently, there exist no theories to test; 
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this  work seeks to produce hypotheses  that  further  investigation may 

prove or disprove. Using key informants as a window into a social world 

for these means is believed to be a justifable method of research so long 

as limits are recognised. Assessment of the generalisability of this work, 

such as it exists, is guided in large part by Bryman (2008: 31-32; also 

Silverman, 2010: 275-278).

This  methodology  has  sought  to  give  sufcient  detail  around  those 

methods  employed  in  conducting  this  research that  it  is  reliable  and 

should be replicable by other researchers if so required; however, this 

quality  is  generally  more  highly  valued  as  a  means  of  establishing 

generalisability within the quantitative methods (Bryman, 2008: 32).

There do exist  some concerns as  to the validity  of  this  data; that  is, 

whether  the  results  observed  are  indicative  of  wider  phenomena  or 

merely apply to the few cases selected here. Three main issues can be 

highlighted. Firstly, the use of the key informant interview as a means of 

investigation. It is acknowledged by Marshall (1996: 93) that “informants 

are unlikely to represent, or even understand, the majority view of those 

individuals  in  their  community.”  Despite  every  efort  to  ensure  that 

interviewees  were  representative  of  the  network  make-up,  this  is 

accepted as a potential,  if  somewhat unavoidable, shortcoming of the 

methodology selected.

The second concern lies in the use of purposive and – in a single case – 
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convenience  sampling  to  select  participants.  This  process  is  to  some 

extent subjective, and diferent choices in both conscious selection and 

random  sampling  could  well  have  resulted  in  a  diferent  group  of 

participant  organisations,  thus  diferent  interviewees  and  so  diferent 

results  and  emphasis  in  conclusions.  This  is  recognised  as  another 

potential weakness in the methodology selected.

Finally, this work seeks to contribute to an ongoing body of research at 

the Department of Social Policy and Social Work at the University of York 

(see Snell and Main, 2009; Snell and Bradshaw, 2009; Snell et al., 2009). 

This means that this work has been conducted a priori, ofering some 

potential  for  researcher  bias.  However,  this  is  unavoidable  and  it  is 

anticipated that this background will contribute to, rather than detract 

from,  the  success  of  the  work;  for  example,  in  providing  links  to 

otherwise accessible participants.

Despite the acknowledged concerns, the overriding belief is maintained 

that this research is valid and reliable to an extent that fts its purpose; 

that is, the generation of theory through conversation with a select group 

of  key  informants,  which  may  then  be  tested  in  future,  more  widely 

representative,  research.  Silverman (2010:  289)  argues  that  given  the 

acceptance of a social world in fux inherent in qualitative research, strict 

accuracy of measurement cannot and should not be expected. Bernard 

and Ryan (2010: 366) further observe that whilst such a methodology 

may  not  ofer  much  basis  for  evaluating  the  extent  of  issues,  it  is 
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worthwhile in discovering that they at the very least exist;  that  is the 

value drawn in this inductive method.
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Chapter Four: Results

This  section  gives  an  overview  of  the  issues  that  emerged  from the 

qualitative data analysis. The frst four sections address the frst research 

question, considering issues around the uniformity of support and the 

extent to which support is available to those who need it. The incentives 

that drive the delivery of support are discussed and the nature of the 

relationships between consumers and support-providing organisations is 

examined. The fnal section addresses the second and third questions; 

fuel and water afordability and support networks. 

The  theoretical  framework  underlying  this  analysis  was  drawn  from 

microeconomic theory. This serves, in part, as an appropriate means of 

describing  the  way  in  which  markets  interact  and  create  structural 

barriers. This theory draws upon ontological assumptions appropriate to 

the consideration of this market; for example, the fundamental aim of 

suppliers to maximise proft. Applying such theory to similar situations 

has  been  observed  elsewhere,  for  example,  within  carbon  emissions 

training.  This  framework  speaks  within  the  terms  used  by  those 

operating within the market themselves.

Uniformity of Support 

The  initial  research  question  addressed  whether  support  provided  to 

individuals in fuel and water poverty was uniform across the consumer 
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base.  This responded to an initial  review of the support  programmes 

available,  and  the  observation  that  these  would  theoretically  create 

disparities in the levels of support available to consumers. 

There existed a general consensus from interviewees that water and fuel 

companies had a good understanding of their legislative responsibilities 

to consumers and the penalties for failing to meet these requirements. It 

was  also  broadly  agreed  that  regulators  fulfl  their  mandated  role  in 

ensuring that these are upheld. However, where the provision of support 

was  not  a  legislative  requirement,  there  were  perceived  to  exist 

signifcant  disparities in  availability  tied to structural  issues.  Thus the 

level of accessible support can vary signifcantly based upon consumer 

status  in  respect  of  a  range  of  criteria.  Analysis  identifed  three  key 

factors as impacting upon the level of support available to any consumer; 

these  were,  geographic  location,  supplier  and  the  point  at  which  the 

consumer accesses the support network.

Geographic Location

As recognised in the policy literature review, legislative diferences were 

perceived  to  exist  between  the  devolved  regions  and,  as  might  be 

expected,  these  create  some  variation  in  the  support  available,  for 

example,  between  residents  of  England  and  residents  of  Wales.  The 

diferences between Local  Authorities observed in the review of policy 

literature were also borne out by the experiences of interviewees, i.e., 

64



that Local Authorities who had opted into NI 186 or NI 187 (see DCLG, 

2008)  would  be  more  enthusiastic  in  the  creation  and  operation  of 

support mechanisms designed to tackle fuel poverty than one who had 

not. 

Crucially, in the case of water, geographic location and supplier choice 

are inextricably linked through regional monopolies. Thus any variance in 

quality for consumers is inescapable; they are unable to merely switch 

suppliers as this is prescribed by location. In this section, the issue will 

be discussed in relation to WaterSure as this mechanism is distinct to 

water. However, geographic location and supplier choice do impact upon 

other water support measures that also exist to support customers in 

fuel  poverty;  consideration  of  these  alternate  mechanisms  will  be 

included in the next section, which concerns the impact of supplier upon 

access to support mechanisms.

The diversity in WaterSure take-up numbers previously observed (Ofwat, 

2009)  was  largely  attributed  by  interviewees  to  difering  levels  of 

commitment on the parts of the diferent water companies in promoting 

the scheme.

“We do have some concerns over take-up... we do think there is  

a lot more water companies could be doing with the tools that  

are currently available to them.”
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These fndings indicate that geographic location have a signifcant impact 

upon the support available for consumers where they are tied to local 

legislation,  for example,  between  devolved administrations  and Local 

Authorities. It also suggests that access to support difers between water 

companies as regional monopolies continue to dictate supplier This issue 

could be interpreted as a  form of  “postcode lottery”,  similar  to those 

commonly  observed  in  health  (see  Bungay,  2005)  and education  (see 

Mangan et al., 2010). Further work in mapping the availability and nature 

of support on a geographic basis could prove instrumental in addressing 

such inequalities.

Supplier

This research found that, in terms of the discretionary support work that 

is carried out above and beyond legislative requirements, suppliers difer 

greatly. The mandatory  social  tarif  available  to  water  consumers  has 

already  been  considered;  no  such  mandatory  tarif  exists  for  fuel 

consumers. This section will consider other social tarifs, including those 

additional tarifs that are ofered by water suppliers. It will also consider 

the other support mechanisms outlined in the literature review.

Charitable trusts are not a legislative requirement in either the fuel or 

water industry and do not exist uniformly. Thus access to this support 

was observed by interviewees to difer based upon supplier. It was also 

found that  charitable  trusts  difer  signifcantly,  for  example,  in  w the 
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amount of money held for distribution, the means by which applications 

are assessed and the types of individual they seek to support. 

A  similar  lack  of  uniformity  was also observed across supplier-driven 

energy efciency schemes. Whilst CERT obligates that suppliers meet 40% 

of  their  total  target  by  delivering  measures  to  a  'Priority  Group'  of 

vulnerable  and  low-income  households (see  HM  Government, 2008), 

there  will  accordingly  be  up  to  60%  of  consumers  meeting  this 

description who do not receive support under the scheme. Though, as 

previously noted, water efciency schemes are a far lower policy priority 

than energy schemes, there was also some indication that some suppliers 

may be more active in promoting such measures than others:

“I  think  that  companies  where  there  is  greater  water  resource  

issues  may  have  a  stronger  message  in  terms  of  advising  

customers to consider meters.”

Another cause of discrepancy identifed in this research stems from the 

ways in which diferent companies utilise external organisations as part 

of their work to support consumers. Whilst organisations like the Citizens 

Advice Bureau and Age UK operate nationally, fuel and water companies 

were found to often invest in local branches; for example, in funding the 

placement of an advice worker.

“We're  working  with  the  (fuel  company)  pilot  project  at  the  
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moment, they've got this support tarif for just this fnancial year.”

However, such investment is not universal, introducing further potential 

for disparities in support. Whilst water companies have the advantage of 

being able to focus on agencies in their own region, energy companies 

face  a  greater  challenge  of  coverage,  in  that  their  scope  is  national. 

Whilst  they  do  still  ofer  funding  to  local  organisations  to  support 

consumers, this was perceived to be inconsistent across suppliers.

“I’d far rather say to a client, “Look, just ring up this company,  

you’ll  get  all  the help you need.”  I  can do that...  I  know from  

colleagues  of  mine  around  the  UK,  they  would  not  have  that  

relationship with their local companies. So I think there is still a  

long way to go.” 

The indication, from interviewees, was that fuel supplier-driven support 

tends to be located in areas where the individual energy companies fnd 

their  pre-privatisation  roots  and  thus  more  established  customer 

presence. Whilst this would seem a rational approach, it does present the 

possibility  of  two customers of  the  same company receiving  diferent 

levels of support dependent on location. Even changing to a more locally 

prominent  supplier  would  not  necessarily  resolve  this,  as  energy 

companies are perceived to difer in the extent to which they fund such 

activity; this might then translate to a geographic discrepancy similar to  

those discussed previously in relation to water supply.
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A fnal fnding relating to supplier choice applies specifcally to the fuel 

industry. Unlike the water industry, domestic fuel supply is dominated by 

six suppliers popularly referred to as the “Big Six”; these suppliers tended 

to be the focus of interviewees concerns. However, some interviewees felt 

that it was important not to overlook the role played by these smaller 

suppliers, especially as in some cases they might look to target the fuel  

poor.

“You’ve...  got  some  small  suppliers  that  have  targeted  pre-

payment customers...  or have set up with new developers...and  

a lot of those new developments might be housing associations  

where there’s a higher propensity to be fuel poor.” 

Further  research  into  afordability  issues  as  they  relate  specifcally  to 

these smaller suppliers may well be of practical use in developing future 

policy.

Whilst  technically  fuel  consumers are not  restricted in their  choice  of 

supplier, there are concerns that there is a low propensity for those who 

have trouble paying their fuel bills to move suppliers. 

“There seems to be some evidence that people will switch once  

and then get bored and stay.”
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This could partly be attributed to those with a debt of over £200 are 

unable to switch suppliers until that debt is cleared (Uswitch.com, 2010). 

However,  other  factors  may  also  play  into  it;  for  example,  a  lack  of 

knowledge and understanding, wishing to hide from the debt,  literacy 

barriers.  The  market  behind  the  supply  of  domestic  fuel  relies  upon 

consumer mobility; if this is impeded in low income consumers, there is 

a potential for market failure that will impact primarily upon those least 

able to pay. Further consideration of this issue presents an opportunity 

for research that  may be extremely useful  in  guiding regulators.  This 

issue could translate further to become an issue of geographic inequality, 

where  suppliers  have  ties  to  particular  regions  stemming  from  pre-

privatisation (see OFGEM, 2010); again this could factor into any future 

research.  A  mandatory  social  tarif  for  fuel  could  go  some  way  to 

alleviating this kind of problem; this is supported by organisations such 

as  Consumer Focus  (see  Consumer Focus,  2009)  and even some fuel 

suppliers (see The Guardian, 2008).

Access Point to the Support Mechanism

The previously identifed causes of discrepancy impacted upon the very 

availability of support mechanisms. Further to this, an inconsistency was 

identifed  to  exist  even  where  such  support  was  accessible  to  the 

consumer.  Interviewees  repeatedly  cited  cultural  diferences  between 

organisations  as  impacting  upon  consumer  support  experience.  This 

incorporated internal policies around advice and support, debt collection 
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and but also individual personality dynamics. 

“If you’re asking about... day-to-day working relationship, I mean  

a  lot  of  that  will  be  personality  driven;  it’ll  be  diferent  

depending on the personalities as well as the actual companies’  

policies.”

These cultural concerns are admittedly rather nebulous and particular to 

no one organisation. The regulators, Ofwat and Ofgem, in partnership 

with  organisations  such  as  Consumer  Focus,  Consumer  Direct  and 

CCWater  operate  consumer  complaints  procedures  with  reference  to 

suppliers,  reviewing contacts and raising any consistent concerns with 

the organisations in question. A link exists with a previously identifed 

barrier, the lack of awareness of support mechanisms (see Dodds and 

Dobson, 2008). The point at which a consumer accesses support might 

impact  what they are told and what they are not,  for  example,  some 

advisors might have more experience than others.

“The people that consumers would get on the end of the phone  

just aren't properly briefed about who potential benefciaries are  

and what schemes are available.”

Analysis

Whilst  analysis  of  qualitative  data  has  found  that  generally  support 
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mandated by legislation does operate as required, it has also been found 

that support delivered on a discretionary basis is far more variable both 

in terms of which consumers may access it, and the nature of support 

delivered. The actual support available is primarily a factor of geographic 

location and supplier choice. As far as water supply is concerned, these 

are inextricably linked by the presence of regional monopolies; for fuel, 

also, there exist some geographic impacts upon the support ofered by 

suppliers. Beyond the existence of support, there were also found to be 

discrepancies in the type of support received based upon the point of 

consumer access.

The  intention  of  releasing  domestic  fuel  and  water  supply  to  market 

forces was that increased competition should ensure better standards of 

delivery at a lower  price  to consumers than those achieved by public 

delivery. Given the essential nature of the goods in question, regulators 

were introduced into both models to ensure equitable access for all; this 

is largely achieved through the enforcement of license conditions. This 

research  indicates  that  the  regulators,  OFWAT  and  OFGEM,  work 

efectively  to  enforce  license  conditions.  It  is  also  recognised  that 

regulators do strive to ensure that any issues that arise are addressed via 

license  conditions  where  deemed  appropriate.  However,  this  research 

indicates  that  some  inequality  in  support  does  exist  within  the 

discretionary  support  ofered  above  and  beyond  that  mandated  by 

license conditions. It is hoped that this work will  be of some value in 

guiding  the  future  considerations  of  policymakers,  for  example,  in 
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investigating  the  possibility  of  enforcing  a  mandatory  social  tarif  for 

fuel. In addition, some potential avenues for future research have been 

indicated. 

Consumers Who Fail To Qualify For Support

The  initial  research  question  sought  to  explore  the  extent  to  which 

support was available to consumers who needed it; this was linked to the 

previous  research  question  concerning  the  uniformity  of  support 

available.  The fndings of  this  research confrmed that  this  issue was 

worthy  of  concern,  and  charitable  trusts  were  identifed  as  a  central 

means of supporting those who failed to qualify for tarifs or payment 

matching  schemes.  Additionally,  concerns  were  raised  by  some 

interviewees about the regressive means by which some supplier-driven 

fnancial support was funded.

Charitable Trusts

Charitable  trusts  were  viewed  by  several  interviewees  as  ofering  a 

potential  means of  helping those who had failed to  qualify  for  social 

tarifs. In particular, they were viewed as able to help individuals who 

would usually be manage to pay their bills, but as a result of a specifc 

situation  have  found  themselves  unable  to  meet  these  costs;  indeed, 

some charitable trusts identify this particular  group as a priority.  The 

type of  individuals  who could be moved into difculties by a one-of 
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situation are likely to include those on the threshold of being able to 

receive  other  forms  of  support.  Additionally,  charitable  trusts  were 

viewed  as  playing  an  important  role  in  preventing  one-of  situations 

spiralling  into  a  position  whereby  the  individual  would  require  more 

prolonged support. 

“They've  come  probably  to  a  point  where  some  one  of  

circumstance... has taken them of their normal path where they're 

just scraping along... our job is as they go over the waterfall is  

to scoop them up and put them back on the bank.”

However,  it  was  observed  by  some  interviewees  that  the  economic 

recession could hinder the ability of charitable trusts to help those on the 

verge of qualifying for tarifs. Charitable trusts are generally funded by 

suppliers, and the pool of money available is limited. With recession has 

come  an  increase  in  consumers  applying  to  trust  funds  following 

redundancy  from  comparatively  high-paying  occupations.  Such 

consumers present desirable candidates to charitable trusts, as they tend 

to have good previous paying habits, are able to fll complete forms to a 

high standard, and have good future employment and income prospects. 

However, an increase in the number of such applicants was viewed to 

have  a  potential  knock-on  efect  for  more  traditional  candidates  for 

charitable trust support; they could crowd out those whose proximity to 

fuel or water poverty is a more permanent concern. Further research into 

this  could  be  allied  with  work  around the  roles  that  charitable  trusts 
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occupy in the support network.

Regressive Charging

The next  section will  consider  in  detail  concerns  that  the  funding  of 

energy efciency measures tends to be regressive. However, regressive 

charges  were  also  identifed  by  interviewees  as  applying  to  fnancial 

support  mechanisms.  Whilst  this  should  not  impact  negatively  upon 

those  customers  deemed  eligible  for  support,  as  they  will  be  net 

recipients, interviewees highlighted that those who narrowly miss out on 

qualifying  could  be  pushed  further  into  poverty  by  contributing  to 

support  for  others.  This  presents  the  concern  that  the  afordability 

problem could merely pushed upwards to another group of consumers.

“The likelihood is it would push the afordability problem up two 

rungs on the ladder... transferred up to the next tier of people  

who  are  just  above  the  help  limits,  and  they’re  already  

struggling and now they’re paying for other people as well.”

Further  quantitative  research  could  clarify  the  extent  to  which  this 

problem exists, and provide guidance for policymakers in combating it.

Analysis

This  research has  highlighted the important role  played by charitable 
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trusts in flling gaps left by other fnancial support mechanisms. It also 

highlights some of the barriers they faced given increasing volumes of 

applications through economic recession. It is believed that this research 

contributes  to  the  case  for  increased  adoption  of  such  trusts  by 

suppliers.  Furthermore,  the  fndings  of  this  research  concur  with 

previously identifed concerns around regressive charging; these need to 

be addressed if equitable distribution is to be achieved.

Incentives Driving Support Delivery

The research question presented sought to uncover the nature of  the 

incentives driving the delivery of support to individuals in fuel and water 

poverty  and  the  impacts  that  they  had  upon  support  mechanism 

formation, implementation and delivery.

The  initial  review  of  policy  literature  suggested  that  legislation  and 

resultant  support  mechanisms impacting upon fuel  and water  poverty 

tended to respond to two identifed policy goals; reducing environmental  

impact  and  improving  generalised  social  wellbeing.  A  third  factor 

applying primarily to supplier-driven programmes was that of economic 

proft; this can be integrated into discussion of the other two incentives 

as it  has been found to interact  signifcantly  through the accounts of 

interviewees.  As previously noted in the chapter on methodology, when 

discussing incentives with interviewees, questions were structured so as 

to prompt them to ofer  their  own opinions on the incentives driving 
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support  mechanisms;  suggestions  were  not  ofered  unless  previously 

identifed by the interviewee themselves.

Findings upheld the observation that social and environmental objectives 

are the main drivers behind existing support mechanisms. In the vast 

majority of cases only one of these incentives was observed to apply; 

though providers  were in  all  instances  aware  of  both  outcomes,  they 

tended to  cite one or  the other  as  the prime motivating factor,  even 

where both were formally considered. The incentive was generally tied to 

a particular legislative responsibility or – where no responsibility existed 

– an organisational goal. However, the structural dynamics of the network 

providing support impacted signifcantly upon their real impact. 

Environmental Incentives

Fuel and water industries were found to difer signifcantly as to their 

dynamics in respect to environmental incentives. As previously observed, 

efciency  measures  –  the  support  mechanism with  the  most  obvious 

environmental impact – are of a much greater signifcance in relation to 

fuel usage.

Interviewees generally felt that it was environmental legislation – namely 

CERT and  CESP  –  that  proved  to  be  the  greatest  driver  for  the  work 

undertaken  by  fuel  companies.  These,  in  turn,  were  driven  by  an 

underlying economic incentive as there are fnancial penalties for failing 
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to meet these obligations. Several interviewees expressed concerns that 

where supplier-lead programmes were driven primarily by environmental 

incentives there existed a strong potential for negative social impacts to 

arise elsewhere.  It was observed that energy companies tend to absorb 

the  costs  of  the  schemes  operated  to  meet  their  environmental 

obligations into domestic energy bills. In this sense the charges tend to 

be regressive, thus there is a risk that the resultant increase could push 

some individuals into fuel poverty. 

“It's environmental incentives, yes, that certainly drive it and  

part of the issue with it is the impact of the way the money for  

climate change is actually being collected from bills. Because it  

is  by its  nature very regressive...  our concern has  always been  

that people on low incomes are very minor benefciaries for the  

carbon  emission  reduction  target,  which  is  obviously  what's  

coming out of bills.” 

Compounding  this  concern  was  the  recognised  tendency  for  such 

schemes to target those who lived in larger houses, as they would tend to 

have greater potential for emission reduction.

“We used to get a fair bit of criticism for targeting the fuel rich  

people,  but  it  was more that  they  were the  ones  with  biggest  

carbon output.”
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The  potential  for  such  programmes  to  prioritise  the  fuel  rich  is 

acknowledged in legislation  (see HM Government, 2006;  DECC, 2010a). 

Additionally,  this  policy  is  continually  under  evaluation  as  to  ways  in 

which  efectiveness  might  be  improved,  for  example,  addressing 

previously  recognised concerns (See Consumer Focus,  2010b) through 

forthcoming changes to  the CERT priority groups (See Sustain,  2010). 

However, this still means that some poorer consumers will not receive 

support  despite  contributing  to  costs  through  their  energy  bills.  A 

potential avenue for future work could be in uncovering which priority 

group households are targeted, and why. Given the fndings of this work, 

it might be fair to assume that these reasons are rooted in economic 

grounds; thus those homes that are more expensive to treat – including 

those with solid walls, limited loft space or in rural locations – would be 

of  lower  priority.  Further  research  could  explore  this  concern  more 

thoroughly.

One  interviewee  ofered  a  new  consideration  about  billing  clarity  to 

existing issues, which generally concern the way in which usage costs are 

communicated (see OFGEM, 2010).

“I think again a key thing there is that there's so little information  

available about how that money is being used... it's also  quite  

important for customers to know the fip side of that and  how  

they can beneft.” 
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This suggestion could be useful in ofering further clarity around the way 

in which carbon emission reduction measures are funded, and perhaps 

could be embraced by policymakers

The Warm Front Scheme tends to be the primary  example of  a non-

supplier lead energy efciency programme, and specifcally targets low-

income  households  in  England;  similar  schemes  operate  in  Scotland, 

Wales and Northern Ireland (Warm Front,  2010).  Warm Front does not 

counter  the  potential  for  regressive  charging  in  energy  bills  by  fuel 

companies. It is also limited in the help that can be provided to harder-

to-treat homes; for example, it does not provide insulation for solid wall 

homes (Warm Front, 2010) that, as previously suggested, fuel companies 

might overlook. However, Warm Front and similar schemes may go some 

way in ensuring equality of access to home energy efciency measures 

for the fuel poor. At the time of writing, though, interviewees feared that 

Warm Front may be under threat of being retracted under recessionary 

budget cut; concerns were expressed as to the impacts this would have 

upon fuel poor consumers.

“The climate change policies... are efectively quite regressive in  

the way the money is collected. And the one scheme that's left  

that  isn't  is  the one that's  under  threat,  which  is  Warm Front,  

which is aimed at people on particular benefts.” 

Social Incentives
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As discussed previously, there are very few schemes designed to help 

consumers  in  water  poverty  with  signifcant  environmental  links. 

Similarly,  fnancial  support  mechanisms for  individuals  in  fuel  poverty 

tend not to have clear positive environmental impacts. For both, these 

include social tarifs, payment matching schemes, and grants. This type 

of  support,  as established previously,  tends to be delivered via  either 

suppliers or by a governmental body. 

Interviewees perceived the primary driver behind such mechanisms to be 

delivered to  be legislation,  i.e.,  a  supplier  or  a  governmental  body  is 

mandated to provide a certain kind of support. A separate case is that of 

independent  bodies,  generally  charities,  who  may  ofer  support  to 

individuals in fuel or water poverty. These will likely do so because it 

allies with a stated organisational intention, for example, “to improve the 

policies and practices that afect people’s lives” (CAB, 2010). 

Whilst the need to abide by legislative requirements – which incorporates, 

again, the economic incentive of avoiding disciplinary fnes – forms an 

intrinsic  inducement  to  supplier  behaviour,  there  was  indication  from 

some interviewees  that  companies have  become aware  of  their  social 

responsibilities  towards  consumers,  and  this  was  increasingly  driving 

their work with consumers struggling to pay fuel bills.

“I  think  a  lot  of  them do have  a  genuine  desire  to  help  their  
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customers.  It  helps  their  business  overall  if  they’ve  got  happy  

customers.”

Further  to  this,  several  interviewees  reported  that  suppliers  were 

increasingly understanding the economic benefts of ofering consumers 

fnancial support, not because it allows them to avoid fnes, but because 

it can prove more proftable in the long term.

“II would say earlier than that it was much more  about,  "Let's  

tick the box for the regulators.”... I do genuinely  think  that  

is changing... I think the prime motivator is that  they  are  

actually beginning to see benefts themselves to supporting  

their most vulnerable customers.”

Payment matching schemes were singled out by several interviewees as 

ofering  particular  potential  for  future  implementation.  Whilst  such 

schemes have not yet been widely adopted,  interviewee experience of 

them was overwhelmingly positive.

“Evidence to date shows that they are working, these customers  

that  are  being  put  on  these  assist  type  tarifs  are  actually  

managing to keep up their payments.”

Whilst suppliers do not get the full payment from such schemes, they will 

receive  some  payment;  this  is  generally  a  better  fnancial  than  the 
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alternative  of  no  reimbursement  and  added  legal  costs  in  pursuing 

debtors.  This research indicates that there could be signifcant benefts 

to the widespread adoption of payment matching schemes.

Many  interviewees  indicated  that  channeling  supplier  funds  into 

structured fnancial support was perceived to have both social benefts 

for  consumers in fuel  and water  poverty,  as  well  as  ofering a  better 

economic outcome for suppliers in the long term. An example ofered 

was that of supplier-supported charitable trusts which, whilst creating 

some  initial  costs,  have  generally  proven  to  be  worth  the  continued 

investment for the suppliers who operate them.

It was reported by several interviewees that consumers who had received 

help from suppliers were more likely to maintain good payment habits; 

the precise extent to which this is true would seem worthy of further 

research, perhaps in conjunction with further work on charitable trusts. 

For  water  suppliers,  in  particular,  ofering  additional  support  to 

consumers  who  struggle  to  pay  their  bills  can  have  clear  economic 

benefts. As they have no option to disconnect consumers who fail to pay 

their bills, ofering alternate tarifs and payment options can allow them 

to gain some - if not full - compensation, where previously none might 

have received. As one water company representative observed:

“Once you get to somebody who has a bill of £800 a year and an 

income of £80 a week, the issue is how much of that £80 can  
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that  customer give to  you,  and how much should they give to  

you, if you're being reasonable.” 

Indeed,  much  of  the  beneft  is  derived  from  establishing  better 

relationships  between  suppliers  and  consumers,  including  enabling 

companies to better diferentiate between consumers who “can't pay” and 

those who “won't pay”; this will be explored more thoroughly in the next 

section.

Combined Incentives: Case Study

One organisation included in this research, a Local Authority, were in the 

unique position of directly providing support mechanisms designed to 

respond to legislative responsibilities around both environmental impact 

and social wellbeing without the added driver of economic proft that has 

been indicated to - as might be expected - dominate the behaviour of 

supplier-lead programmes. The experiences of this organisation present 

an unusual case with outcomes worthy of more focused consideration.

In order to respond to these obligations, the Local Authority created a 

single  scheme  incorporating  both  efciency  measures  and  fnancial 

support in what efectively served as a “one stop shop”. Signifcant efort 

was put into making broad and efective contact with residents, and the 

Local  Authority made use of this contact to provide a broad range of 

advice  and  information  including  information  on  water  efciency 
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measures and tarifs; this was supported through links with the support 

network.

This model was unique amongst those encountered over the course of 

this  research,  though the interviewees  from this  Local  Authority  were 

aware of at least one other Authority undertaking broadly similar work. It 

may be that Local Authorities are uniquely placed to ofer such ofer such 

programmes  on  an  intensive  community-orientated  basis.  Working  in 

one locality enables economies of scale to be obtained in the delivery of 

measures.  It  also  enables  relationships  to  be  built  with  single  water 

suppliers and any fuel companies with particular local presence. Further 

research  into  the  prevalence  of  such  schemes  and  best  practice 

uncovered could  prove extremely useful  to  policymakers  interested in 

their widespread appropriation.

Analysis

In considering the way in which support mechanisms operate, it is helpful 

to view them as a component of the market  system that  governs the 

distribution of fuel and water to domestic customers by proft-making 

corporations. Given the essential nature of these goods, market freedom 

is  curtailed by  legislation which guides  the  behaviour  of  suppliers  to 

ensure certain standards – governed by political expectations – are met. 

In keeping with this market-driven model, the driver used to manage 

change is that which acts as the general goal of corporations operating 
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within the system; economic proft. That this has been found to act as 

the incentive that underpins most action taken by suppliers makes sense 

in the context of a market system.

This  research  has  indicated  that  social  and  environmental  legislation, 

guided by proft motives, has supported the creation of support schemes; 

this in itself is encouraging. However, it has been found that, in the case 

of fuel, environmental targets tend to preclude the social where they are 

at cross-purposes, for example, where charging is regressive. It was also 

indicated that suppliers are starting to recognise the economic benefts 

of support mechanisms designed to have a social impact in improving 

customer payment habits. 

In terms of practical applications, it is hoped that this research will be 

useful to policymakers in evaluating the way in which diferent support 

mechanisms coexist. It is believed that this research makes a case for the 

continuation  of  the  Warm  Front  scheme  and  its  counterparts  in  the 

devolved administrations. This is the primary scheme currently targeting 

efciency measures specifcally at the fuel poor, and if recessionary cuts 

impact  negatively  upon  its  operation  it  would  seem  counter-intuitive 

given  that,  if  anything,  we  would  expect  to  see  an  increase  in  the 

numbers of fuel poor. Billing clarity, also, could help in allowing the fuel 

poor to understand how their payments are used, the support that might 

be  available  to  them,  and  discourage  suppliers  from  excessively 

inequitable distribution. Additionally, fnancial support schemes such as 
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payment matching and charitable trusts have been indicated to prove a 

strong  long-term  investment  for  suppliers,  motivating  consumers  to 

improve  payment  habits.  Finally,  Local  Authority  experience  indicates 

that one stop shops that combine efciency measurements with fnancial 

support,  and  are  focused  upon  a  single  community  ofer  particular 

potential for efective and efcient engagement.

Relationships Between Consumers and Support Providers

The research question sought to understand more about the nature of 

the  relationships  between  consumers  and  the  organisations  that 

comprise the support network, and the ways in which these impact upon 

support  delivery.  This  was  raised  in  response  to  prior  research  that 

indicated  that  water  suppliers  have  trouble  discerning  between 

consumers who “can't pay” their bills, and consumers who “won't pay” 

(see  Sawkins  and  Dickie,  2008).  These  fndings  highlighted  several 

themes that contribute to this topic.

“Can't Pay” vs. “Won't Pay”

Many interviewees recognised the “can't pay and “won't pay” distinction, 

and  the  particular  difculty  it  presents  for  water  suppliers.  It  was 

generally held that both water and fuel suppliers were keen to identify 

which  of  these  categories  consumers  in  debt  fell  under,  as  the 

information  would  prove  highly  useful  in  discerning  the  best  way  in 
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which to handle cases; for example, whether fnancial support should be 

ofered, or whether the debt should be more aggressively pursued.

“(The) majority of them are now trying to segment the customer  

base and work proactively...  to identify who’s likely to get into  

debt... certainly some companies are doing that.”

Several  interviewees  identifed  the  particular  barriers  that  water 

companies  encounter  in  classifying  consumers  as  symptomatic  of 

broader  structural  diferences  between  the  two industries.  Unlike  fuel 

companies, water companies are not chosen by the consumer, they are 

unable  to  disconnect  consumers  who  do  not  make  payments  and  – 

crucially – there is no contract in place. These diferences were viewed by 

some interviewees to present substantial barriers to water companies in 

building relationships with consumers and understanding better how to 

work with them on a case-by-case basis.

“It’s difcult for (water) companies, they have to work much harder 

to fnd out anything about their customers.”

As indicated in the previous section, it was observed by interviewees that 

customers who had received support from a supplier - for example, via 

charitable trusts or a payment matching scheme - were more likely to 

exhibit  good  payment  habits  in  the  future.  The  perception  was  that 

where consumers felt the supplier understood  their situation, they felt a 
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stronger obligation to maintain payments. 

“And we’re also aware from charitable trusts as well  that  after  

two or three years, generally around 70-80% of customers keep  

paying.“”

From a supplier perspective, interviewees indicated that a key appeal for 

suppliers  of  fnancial  support  mechanisms  was  in  helping  discern 

between “can't pays” and “won't pays”; where consumers had previously 

failed  to  make  payments,  consenting  participation  in  such  schemes 

indicated that their problems were a result of genuine hardship rather 

than  simple  unwillingness.  These  could  appeal  particularly  to  water 

companies as a way to overcome their difculties in this respect; further 

research could substantiate this further. 

Information Asymmetry

These fndings indicate tha that structures which could work in favour of 

consumers - by design or otherwise – do not necessarily have an impact, 

generally  as  a  result  of  information  asymmetry.  For  example,  several 

interviewees found that many water consumers were unaware that they 

cannot be disconnected from supply. This was held to be especially true 

for older people:

“A lot of  people still  believe they can be cut of with water... I  
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wouldn't  say  generally,  I  would  say  with  the  older  population  

because that's what they remember... “

Interviewees working for advice agencies reported a role correcting this 

information asymmetry by providing information about the way in which 

debts would be viewed by the court and instructing the consumer how to 

handle them accordingly.

“If they don't pay their gas or electric they can be cut of...  the  

key message we're giving, "Those are the bills you must pay frst..  

We then come to the rest of the debts. And they are treated very  

diferently...  the court will say, "...We will make a nil  order."  

Now, the creditors know that, the creditors think the client  

doesn't know that. And very often the client doesn't. So unless 

the client comes into an agency like (ours)...”

It was felt that whilst fuel companies, as priority creditors, welcomed this 

intervention, water companies might not be so encouraging.

“So  when  we're  talking  to  energy  companies,  gas  companies,  

they  are  delighted we're  interfering  because  they  know they're  

probably going to get their money now. Whereas with water no,  

this is the involuntary creditor if you like.”

This might be interpreted as an incentive for water companies to become 
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more involved in communicating with, and supporting their consumers 

before they fall into arrears. Thus researching the development of this 

kind of  activity  could prove benefcial  to suppliers,  particularly  in the 

water industry. 

Data Sharing

A further issue raised by interviewees concerned the difering access that 

water and fuel companies have to consumer data. Fuel companies have 

access  to  benefts  data,  for  the  intended  purpose  of  identifying 

vulnerable older people (see DWP, 2010). Water companies, at this time, 

do  not  have  such  access  and  it  was  felt  by  some  interviewees  that 

enabling this would improve their ability to provide support to customers 

who need it.

“(Water) companies certainly don’t have a lot of information about  

their customers, unlike the energy sector... (the) energy sector 

have that link to DWP, water companies don’t have that to be  

able to do anything similar.” 

However,  other  interviewees  felt  that  extending  such  access  to  water 

companies was unnecessary at this stage, as there was no indication that 

having access to such information had been particularly helpful to fuel 

companies.
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“I think it is an interesting one because whilst there is some stuf  

that probably would help with targeting, the energy companies 

do have a lot more data. But at the end of the day, it hasn't  

helped them target anymore efectively” 

The perceived lack of success of fuel companies in using the available 

data  was  attributed  to  a  combination  of  matching  data  obtained  to 

consumers, and difculties in then applying that data to ofer support.

“Although  they  will  have  some  information  from  DWP  to  say,  

"these are the customers that need help" and they can proactively  

write to them, it still doesn't guarantee that those customers  

are actually going to take-up the assistance... It's not the answer.” 

It was also reported that consumers were not necessarily enthusiastic to 

supply details of their fnances to those to whom they owed money. It 

was suggested by some that advice organisations could play a role here:

“I  think the perspective from the customers’ point of view, our  

clients’  point  of  view  is  that  we  are  going  to  be  far  more  

impartial...than if they go direct to the company.” 

Future research would be useful in assessing the extent and means to 

which  fuel  companies  have  utilised  the  extra  data  made  available  to 

them; this would enable an assessment as to whether sufcient beneft 
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would be gained by allowing water companies similar access. This work 

could include a consideration of the roles independent organisations play 

in mediating the sharing of data.

Water and Fuel Direct

A fnal  fnding relating to  the  interaction of  consumers  and  suppliers 

concerns the implementation of the two direct payment schemes, Water 

Direct  and  Fuel  Direct.  Interviewees  working  for  independent  advice 

agencies  believed  that  most  individuals  view  the  payments  towards 

arrears  made to  be a  worthwhile  in  order  to  take  away the  stress  of 

organising payment.

“Even though it's an extra £3 a week that they have to pay, for  

them it's worth that £3 because it actually takes the pressure of 

them. ”

Suppliers, also supported the use of the scheme:

“As a creditor,  I'd like the responsibility to be taken away from  

them and me to have the money... you get around the issue that... we  

can't disconnect.” 

Efectively, the use of Water and Fuel Direct streamline the interaction 

between suppliers and consumers, removing anxiety around the arrival of 
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bills, barriers to payment and the need for pursuit of debts. However, 

DWP were viewed by several interviewees as being reluctant to promote 

the scheme widely, 

“DWP  aren't  keen  to  advertise  the  availability  of  Water  Direct  

because it is a scheme of last resort. And they want people to  

take responsibility for their own fnances so they don't want to  

be promoting this.”

Government  reticence  to  encourage  uptake  was  generally  viewed  as 

rooted both the administrative burden and in value judgements held by 

policymakers as to the role that individuals should take in managing their 

own fnances:

“The limited use of Fuel Direct... DWP...  aren't keen on the scheme  

because  of  the  administration involved,  and/or  local  decision  making  

from their side.” 

“In...  our industry discussions with the treasury... their view was  

you  give  the  money  to  people  and  you've  got  to  get  them to  

manage … there  are  philosophical  issues  unfortunately  around  

how you best help people. Do you help them to help themselves 

or do you take the responsibility away from them?” 

Some  support  workers  with  the  ability  to  ofer  grants  reported 
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willingness to handle situations in such a way as to improve the chances 

of individuals being admitted on to the schemes.

“You can only go onto DWP payments as well if you're in arrears. 

So we... couldn't clear somebody up to date if they wanted DWP  

payments, because then [they wouldn't qualify].”

Given the widespread support for the schemes in other quarters, further  

research could support  a case for increased utilisation.  Such research 

might  consider  current  uptake,  philosophical  concerns  and  practical 

considerations, for example, the means by which suppliers ensure those 

on Fuel and Water Direct are on the most benefcial tarif.

Analysis

The issues  identifed in  this  research  ally  closely  with  microeconomic 

theory  that  treats  rational  actors  with  the  perfect  information  as  a 

requirement for perfect competition  (see Begg et al. (2005)). Where this 

is not achieved, the market fails to provide as anticipated. This research 

has indicated that imperfect information has a detrimental impact upon 

market  operation.  Where  suppliers  are  unable  to  discern  between 

consumers who cannot pay their bills and those who are simply unwilling 

to, it can prove difcult to adopt an appropriate means of dealing with 

the debt. Similarly, where consumers lack the knowledge to negotiate the 

support  available  to  them efectively,  they  are  unable  to  use  what  is 
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available to the best of their ability.

A number of potential means of correcting this market failure have been 

identifed, and it is hoped that this research will prompt further work to 

evaluate their utility. Firstly, the possibility of opening up DWP data to 

water  companies  could  be  investigated  further.  Additionally,  further 

research comparing the ways in which suppliers currently communicate 

with consumers, as well as the roles independent advice organisations 

can take may be benefcial. Finally, an evaluation of current use of Fuel 

and Water Direct and the potential for expansion could also serve as a 

valuable contribution.

Uniting Fuel and Water Afordability Support

This research seeks to contribute to an emerging body that combines 

consideration of fuel and water poverty. As such, this work sought to 

make comparisons of the two, both in terms of the support mechanisms 

available  to  consumers,  and  in  terms  of  consumer  treatment  of  the 

issues. Analysis of the themes that arose through this qualitative data 

analysis  has  uncovered a number  of  useful  comparisons  between the 

support  mechanisms  that  exist  around  fuel  and  water  poverty.  This 

analysis concludes with a summary of these, and some suggestions as to 

future avenues for consideration.

Comparing Fuel and Water Afordability Support
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There was a general  consensus from interviewees that fuel  and water 

poverty were related issues, ofering further qualifcation as to the value 

of this work and that which preceded it.

“We  do  try  to  look  at  where  there  are  any  linkages  or  any  

crossover  between  fuel  and  water  poverty...  We recognise  that  

where there’s a fuel debt there’s likely to be other debts...” 

The key diferences between water and fuel were generally agreed to lie 

in the possibility of disconnection of fuel, and in the existence of regional 

monopolies for water. These, primarily, create diferences between the 

way in which suppliers and consumers treat water and fuel poverty. For 

example; regional monopolies in water create a problem for consumers 

in that support available is mandated geographic location; the lack of 

regional  monopolies  in  fuel  make  it  costly  for  suppliers  to  provide 

uniform national support.

However, the similarities between the two industries ofer opportunities 

for  joint  learning  in  areas  where  potential  further  research  has  been 

identifed.  For  example,  both  industry  support  networks  include  the 

operation of direct payment schemes and charitable trusts. Both markets 

encounter issues where information asymmetry exists, and could utilise 

some  of  the  same  solutions,  i.e.,  the  support  of  independent  advice 

agencies. Both fuel and water suppliers encounter difculties in building 
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relationships  and  developing  mutual  understanding  with  consumers. 

Though the specifcs difer – the “can't pay” vs. “won't pay” issue in water, 

for example – there is still learning to be shared. 

Indeed,  there  are  also  diferences  that  could  prove useful  in  industry  

development. Consideration of fuel industry access to DWP records may 

enable water suppliers to decide whether it is worth lobbying for similar 

data,  for  example.  And,  whilst  the  majority  of  efciency  schemes are 

currently linked to energy, as they are increasingly used to tackle water 

poverty it may be useful to look at best practice from the fuel industry. 

Considering the experience of the water industry may be of particular 

interest to fuel suppliers as the commercial sensitivity of a competitive 

market precludes their looking to each other.

Combining Fuel and Water Afordability Support

Some  interviewees  had  already  sought  to  combine  considerations  of 

water  and  fuel  poverty  within  the  work  they  undertook,  others  were 

seeking to in the near future. The overall perception was that combined 

working would be on the increase, again, demonstrating the relevance of  

this research topic.

“We  recognise  the  importance  of  a  holistic  approach  to  debt  

advice.  And  an  element  of  that  will  be  fuel  debt,  and  this...  

project... is providing water debt advice and fuel debt advice.” 
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This  research has  also  highlighted  a  number  of  possibilities  for  joint 

working on fuel and water poverty. The experience of the Local Authority, 

in particular, presents a compelling case for the use of “one stop shops” 

in  community-based schemes.  Charitable trusts,  also,  can respond to 

both water and fuel poverty within a single application where suppliers 

cooperate.  Finally,  efciency  schemes  are  increasingly  looking  to 

combine  water  and  fuel  measures  (EST,  2010).  These  could  be  of 

particular value in pushing water efciency as there is less of a fnancial 

incentive for households to  reduce water  consumption;  however,  they 

might be more likely to engage with such a scheme if it were tied to more 

economically enticing fuel reduction schemes.
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Chapter Five: Conclusion

This  dissertation  has  answered  the  overarching  research  question, 

exploring  the  barriers  that  impact  upon  the  delivery  of  support  to 

individuals  in  fuel  and  water  poverty  in  the  United  Kingdom.  As  a 

secondary consideration, it has sought to explore the ways in which the 

two types of support mechanisms may be combined to provide a more 

efective solution. 

This topic was deemed to be engaging and relevant for several reasons. 

Firstly,  statistical  work  has  demonstrated  the  prevalence  of  both  fuel 

poverty and water poverty; afecting somewhere in the region of 16 per 

cent (DECC, 2009) and 13.6 per cent (Bradshaw and Chzhen, 2008)) of  

households in the United Kingdom respectively. As the defnitions of fuel 

and water poverty are based upon household income, it is anticipated 

that these fgures will increase in line the current economic recession. 

Secondly,  it  has  been  recognised  that  this  topic  is  currently  under 

researched; in  particular,  water poverty in the United Kingdom - as a 

more recently established concept – is considered by very little in the way 

of  academic  research.  Thirdly,  the  particular  focus  of  this  work  – 

structural barriers to accessing support mechanisms within this particular 

network - has not been the focus  of  any research produced to  date. 

Fourthly, the appreciation of fuel and water poverty as related concepts is 

growing amongst both policymakers and the academic community. This 
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research  aims to  sit  within  this  growing  body  of  work,  a  substantial 

quantity of which has been undertaken within the Department of Social 

Policy  and Social  Work at  the University  of  York (see Snell  and Main, 

2009; Snell and Bradshaw, 2009; Snell et al., 2009). Finally, in view of the 

established prevalence of fuel and water poverty and the lack of existing 

work,  it  is  hoped  that  this  research  will  be  of  practical  use  to  the 

policymakers who develop the support mechanisms under consideration.

The argument developed in this dissertation identifed that many of the 

issues under  consideration are rooted in  the gap that  exists  between 

policy and practice. Following a review of available support mechanisms, 

it  was  recognised  that  a  certain  amount  of  freedom surrounds  their 

provision. That is, that any support supplied beyond the bare minimum 

mandated in legislation is discretionary which, it  was recognised,  may 

have an impact upon the delivery and access to such measures.

On the whole, the research fndings indicate that the support available to 

individuals in fuel and water poverty is not uniform. In particular, it was 

identifed that network structure can impact upon the extent to which 

individuals  with  the  three  main  discriminating  factors;  geographic 

location,  supplier  choice  (for  fuel  only)  and  the  point  at  which  a 

consumer  accessed  the  support  mechanism.   Furthermore,  it  was 

identifed  that  there  is  some lack  of  clarity  over  who needs  support, 

stemming in part from difculties in applying the accepted defnitions of 

fuel and water poverty. This, together with the fact that much support 
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available is qualifed for on a “pass/fail” basis – i.e., with no sliding scale 

– leads to concerns that people in need of support are prevented from 

receiving it due to barriers inherent in the support network. It was found 

that two main incentives impact upon the delivery of support and serve 

to shape the network and support provided; environmental impact and 

social wellbeing. Underlying these are legislative and economic incentives 

that also serve to drive behaviour, particularly that of suppliers. These 

incentives were sometimes at cross purposes; for example, where energy 

efciency schemes are funded regressively.  Encouragingly,  it  was  also 

observed that suppliers are increasingly understanding that afordability 

programmes can impact positively on their economic proft as customers 

who  receive  extra  help  exhibit  better  payment  habits.   It  was  also 

identifed  that  suppliers  continue  to  encounter  difculties  in 

understanding  their  customer  base  and,  equally,  consumers  do  not 

always know how to best negotiate support networks. This asymmetry of 

information  was  understood  to  create  market  failure,  meaning  that 

desired  policy  outcomes  are  not  always  achieved.  Finally,  fndings 

indicate that there is understanding within the industries that the issues 

of fuel and water poverty are related, and that opportunities exist for the 

two to be tackled as joint concerns.

It is recognised that the generalisability of this work is limited, and that 

no indubitable conclusions can be drawn about the nature of the support 

networks under consideration.  However, as an initial look at a previously 

unresearched,  policy  relevant  topic,  it  is  hoped  that  some  of  the 
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conclusions ofered will provide a useful foundation for future research 

around some of the individual concerns identifed.

This research indicates the potential of some currently under-researched 

and under-utilised support mechanisms to provide solutions to some of 

the identifed problems.  Where uniformity of support further research is 

required to evaluate the nature and extent of the issue and the way in 

which  policy  might  be  used  to  correct  the  problem.  However,  as  an 

existing  policy  possibility,  the  extension  of  a  mandatory  social  tarif 

designed to support those in fuel poverty may account for some of the 

discrepancies between suppliers. In terms of addressing concerns about 

those  who  need  help  failing  to  qualify  due  to  structural  barriers, 

charitable trusts have been found to be of great use in catching those 

who fall through the gaps in existing policy. Where environmental and 

social benefts have been shown to be at cross purposes, the potential 

for  the  fuel  poor  to  bear  the  burden  of  regressively  fnanced  energy 

efciency  schemes  -  such  as  those  incentivised  by  CERT  legislation 

demonstrates  the  ongoing  value  of  the  Warm  Front  scheme  and  its 

devolved equivalents. Where asymmetry of information has been found to 

present a barrier,  “restart”  payment matching schemes were found by 

participants  to  be  of  great  use  in  discerning  those  with  genuine 

difculties paying from those who were simply unwilling; this beneft was 

particularly appealing to water suppliers, who have a greater difculty in 

this area due to their inability to disconnect those who do not pay. The 

potential  for  extending  access  to  Department  of  Work  and  Pensions 
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benefts data to water companies also shows potential in addressing this 

problem,  though  further  work  is  needed  to  establish  based  on  the 

experiences of fuel companies – whether this would be truly benefcial. 

Furthermore, the possibility for greater application of the Fuel and Water 

direct schemes is indicated to hold great potential in smoothing out the 

communication  difculties  between  suppliers  and  consumers.  Finally, 

opportunities  for  combining  water  and  fuel  support  mechanisms also 

hold potential, as most notably illustrated by the Local Authority “one 

stop shop” scheme featured as a case study in this work. 
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Appendix One: Interview Topic Guide

Note: Interviews conducted were semi-structured, and participants were 
guided as to the aims of the exercise and then encouraged to talk about 
what they felt important. For the most part, participants spoke easily and 
at length about their work and conversation required few prompts. The 
topic guide was used largely, when needed, to stimulate discussion and 
provide direction, and questions were included and discarded as 
appropriate given the difering natures of organisations.

• Could you summarise what your organisation does?
• Does your organisation work with individuals in fuel poverty? Water 

poverty? Both?
• Could you explain more about your job role?
• To what extent does your organisation work with individuals in 

fuel/water poverty?
• How important, as issues, do you feel fuel/water poverty is/are? 

Generally? To your organisation? In relative terms?
• What incentivises the action your organisation takes to combat 

fuel/water poverty? If there is more than one incentive, how do 
they coexist?

• Do you think there are any respects in which these incentives to 
tackling fuel and water poverty are at odds?

• What other organisations do you work with to carry out this work?
• From your perspective, how successful is the organisational 

working that takes place? 
• Which organisations do you feel hold responsibility for carrying out 

this work? Is this view generally shared?
• Do you think there is scope for fuel and water poverty to be tackled 

together? 
• Do you think there are any respects in which solutions to fuel and 

water poverty are at odds?
• How do you feel fuel and water poverty are similar? How do you 

feel they difer?
• How does your organisation interact with consumers?
• How easy do you think it is for consumers to access your 

organisation? What is take-up like? What barriers are you aware 
exist?

• What support do you provide?
• Do you cross-refer with any other forms of support?
• How, ideally, do you feel barriers could be tackled?
• In an ideal world, what changes would allow you to better provide 

efective support?
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Appendix Two: Network Map

Note:  To  ensure  confdentiality,  the  column  indicating  the  names  of 
organisations has not been included in this table; the intent is simply to 
illustrate  how the  mapping process  was  organised.  To  this  end,  only 
sixteen examples are given – the actual  map was far more extensive. 
Furthermore, the inclusion of any easily identifable organisation within 
this chart in no way implies participation, only that they were included 
within the mapping.

Number Organisation Type Fuel/Water/Both

1 Generic Water Company Water

2 Generic Fuel Company Fuel

3 Government Department Both

4 Government Department Fuel

5 Government Department Water

6 Regulator Fuel

7 Regulator Water

8 Advice Agency Both

9 Generic Local Authority Both

10 Charitable Trust Both

11 Charitable Trust Both

12 Consumer Organisation Fuel

13 Consumer Organisation Water

14 Consumer Organisation Fuel

15 Consumer Organisation Both

16 Charity Both
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Appendix Three: Sample Participation Request Email
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Dear [Potential Participant],

I  am currently  working  on a  research  project  with  the  University  of  York, 
funded by the Eaga Charitable Trust, investigating the barriers that prevent 
people who are in fuel and water poverty accessing the support mechanisms 
that are available to them. 

As part of this research, we are looking to speak to representatives from 
[organisation type] about the challenges they face in working with customers 
who struggle to pay bills. It is hoped that this research will prove useful in 
improving the services that exist to support these customers. We would be 
very happy to provide further details of this research to any interested parties, 
as well as the final report when it becomes available.

Would it be possible for you to refer this email to someone who works for your 
organisation in this capacity? It would be very much appreciated if someone 
could get in touch to support this research.

Many thanks,

Lauren Probert



Appendix Four: Sample Consent Form

Name:  Lauren Probert

I am doing research on a project investigating the barriers that prevent 
individuals in fuel and water poverty accessing the support mechanisms 
available to them.

If you have any questions, Dr. Carolyn Snell is directing the project and 
can be contacted at:

Department of Social Policy and Social Work
University of York
Heslington
YORK
YO10 5DD

Thank you for agreeing to take part in this project.

• Taking part is entirely your choice

• You are free to refuse to answer any question without saying 

why

• You are free to withdraw at any time without saying why

• Whether you take part or not, services you receive will not be 

afected.

 
The interview will be tape-recorded.  The data will be kept strictly 

confdential and will be available only to members of the research team. 

Your words and ideas may be quoted in the fnal research report, but 

under no circumstances will your name or any identifying characteristics 

be included in the report.

Please sign this form to show that you have read and understood the 

contents.

(printed)

(date)
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Appendix Five: Coding Categories

Pre-Established Codes

Energy Efciency Water Efciency

WaterSure Water Social Tarifs

Fuel Social Tarifs Fuel Direct

Water Direct Charitable Trusts

Environmental Incentives Social Incentives

Economic Incentives Fuel/Water Similar

Fuel/Water Diferent General Barriers

Support Uniformity Miscellaneous

Organisational Attitudes Consumer Attitudes

Codes Established During Analysis

Data Sharing Billing Clarity

Geographical Barrier Supplier Barrier

Access Barrier
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