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Energy Equality: Challenges in the UK 

 

Energy inequalities have major impacts on people’s health, wellbeing and 
opportunities. This CEE Explainer Briefing summarises the key issues. 
 
In a Nutshell  
As the UK decarbonises, it is clear that there is an uneven pace to progress. The approach 
taken so far has been largely consumer led – reliant on individual households to make informed 
choices about how they fulfil their energy needs. This works for people with the skills, 
knowledge and resources to make decisions. For vulnerable people, or those who lack access 
to online services, making such choices is often not an option.  
 
If we are to move to a cleaner and fairer future in the UK there is a range of policy interventions 
required to identify and support vulnerable and disadvantaged consumers to help promote 
energy equality.  
 
Fuel Poverty 
In the past, fuel poverty has often been the lens through which government and other agencies 
have viewed energy equality. Fuel poverty is calculated by looking at the relationship of three 
things – income, energy requirements and costs of energy. If a low-income household in the UK 
cannot keep their home warm at a reasonable cost, then according to the Warm Homes and 
Conservation Act, they are living in fuel poverty.  
 
Fuel poverty affects an estimated 10% of households in the UK. This impacts on health, 
wellbeing, the ability to buy other essentials such as food, children’s education and leads to 
excess deaths in winter.  
 
The Importance of Housing 
Housing is a critical factor in achieving energy equality in two main ways. Firstly, there is how 
the household accesses energy – both in terms of suppliers and the technology in the home 
such as gas boilers, heating systems and smart meters. Gas boilers remain an affordable 
choice for many households, but long-term targets on carbon neutrality will require a shift away 
from these. 
 
Secondly, there is also an enormous national challenge around improving the energy efficiency 
of existing homes. The UK has targets under the Climate Change Act to reduce emissions from 
homes by 80% by 2050. This will require serious investment to renew older, less efficient homes 
to reduce emissions and help cut energy costs for residents. 
 
Vulnerable and Disadvantaged Energy Consumers 
Over half of all adults in the UK, around 25m people, are defined as being vulnerable. This 
includes the elderly, families with children, those on benefits and people with long-term health 
conditions or disabilities. It also, increasingly, includes younger workers who are in low paid or 
precarious employment. Often these people will be living in poorly insulated homes, and will 
have limited income from work or welfare support. These are the people who may need 
additional support in accessing clean and affordable energy. 
 
We know that this group will face multiple barriers to accessing cheaper, cleaner energy. Over 
1.5m adults in the UK do not have a bank account, 7.1m have “very poor literacy skills”, 4.5m 
have never used the Internet and 13.9m are registered as disabled.  
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Energy Equality and Decarbonisation  

What Support Do They Need? 
There is a range of barriers that this large section of the population faces in accessing their 
energy needs. Firstly, there is an information gap. Within older generations in particular, there is 
often limited awareness of the green agenda. These groups need to be better connected into 
the decarbonisation agenda, and feel included in the low-carbon transition.  
 
Secondly, there are still significant barriers around literacy, language and access to online 
services. Providers, and the regulator, need to ensure more focused outreach services to better 
understand and engage vulnerable groups. 
 
Finally, there needs to be investment. Sometimes, switching to cleaner and more modern 
technologies requires an upfront cost which is difficult for poorer members of society to afford. 
There needs to be financial support and incentives for improvements to homes and energy 
services for the vulnerable.  
 
We also know that the current approach of consumer switching is underused by vulnerable 
groups. This system, because it is taken up in higher numbers by the more affluent, actually 
increases energy inequalities between different groups in the UK. Digital services will continue 
to dominate in the future, but other approaches need to complement these to ensure that 
vulnerable UK consumers are not left behind. 
 
Policy Responses 
In the move towards a carbon neutral society, it is clear that UK consumers will need additional 
support. Otherwise, it will be impossible to reach carbon neutrality by 2050. 
 
This support needs to begin at a policy level – the UK government needs to subsidise 
renewable energy and low-carbon technologies to ensure that all groups can access it.  
Distributors then have to ensure equal access, and undertake outreach that starts with a real 
understanding of the challenges and barriers some customers face. Good, focused customer 
service can help groups at risk of disconnect to feel included, and that they have a role to play in 
the transition to low-carbon. 
 
The Role of Regulation 
The main mechanism that the UK government has to try and provide support to vulnerable 
groups to meet their energy needs is through regulation. Ofgem, the UK energy regulator, plays 
a key role in trying to ensure that the needs of vulnerable consumers are met by the energy 
market. They intervene in the market to ensure that there is a balance between the needs of 
current and future consumers’ interests in sustainability and cheaper prices. Ofgem has a clear 
remit to facilitate transition to low-carbon technologies at lower costs.  
 
The Role of Suppliers 
Energy suppliers also have a role to play in ensuring that consumers are able to make easy and 
affordable choices in switching to cleaner energy.  
 
Suppliers need to focus on a fair rollout of new technologies such as smart meters, which 
Ofgem believe will positively change how the energy market functions. New technology can only 
be a driver for energy equality if it is targeted towards those groups who are the most 
vulnerable. 
 
To find out more about our research, visit our website – www.cee-uk.com 
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