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Vulnerable consumers, social tariffs, minimum EU 

standards, winter moratorium, safeguard disconnection, 

consumer protection 

 

 

 Start the discussion with a few insights from:  

 A recent workshop on vulnerability & energy poverty 

(London, February 2017) 

 Introducing our new research project (September 

2017-2020) 

 



Workshop on vulnerability and energy poverty EU, international 

development and national considerations 
7 February 2017 

 

 Different understanding of vulnerability and different 

approaches to energy poverty. 

 How feasible is it to align thinking from EU, 

development, into national policy? 

 A national, EU, or global approach? 

 Are we speaking different languages? 

 



Getting lost in concepts and definitions  

 Energy poverty / fuel poverty: 

 individuals who are not able to adequately heat, cool or 

purchase other energy services for their homes at 

affordable cost  

 Vulnerable consumer:  

 individuals at risk of or in energy poverty; 

 groups of consumers who may be at a disadvantage in 

the purchasing and use of energy in the electricity and 

gas retail markets  

 

 



EU legislation 

 

 Third energy package 

 Consumer ADR directive 

 … but there is the principle of subsidiarity.  



What are the definitions in the EU MS? 

 INSIGHT_E (2015) 

 less than 1/3 of EU countries officially 

recognize energy poverty, only a few have an 

official definition in their national legislation  

 

 ACER/CEER (2014) 

 13 out of 26 Member States explicitly define 

the concept of vulnerable consumers, and in 

another 12 it is implicitly defined  

 



Measuring poverty … 

 

 

 a large problem of quantifying vulnerability 

and poverty 

 Indicators have limited scope 

 



Main drivers for fuel poverty …  

Thomson, Snell & Liddell 2016 



Fuel poverty in the European Union: a 

concept in need of definition?  

 EU decisions have considerable impact on 

policymaking activities in individual countries. 

 Many of the drivers and exacerbators of fuel poverty 

transcend national boundaries. 

 E.g.: energy affordability at the national level is 

influenced by outside factors: volatile global oil 

prices, EU-mandated climate change levies and 

obligations, and European-wide energy market 

liberalisation… 

 Yet, fuel poverty is rarely seen as a European issue.  

 

Thomson, Snell & Liddell 2016 

 



Ofgem – the energy regulator in the UK 



Energy consumer journey – UK Citizens Advice  

Citizens Advice 

Service  

 
Provides free digital 

advice, information 

and tools for energy 

consumers, 

receiving nearly 1 

million page hits a 

year 

 

 

Citizens Advice 

Consumer 

Service  

 
Provides free, 

independent advice 

to 45,000 energy 

consumers  

 

Citizens 

Advice 

Service Extra 

Help Unit 

 
Provides free 

specialist case 

handling services 

to 10,000 energy 

consumers who 

are vulnerable, 

need urgent 

support or have 

complex cases 

 

 

Ombudsman 

Services: 

Energy 

 
Provides free, 

independent 

dispute resolution 

services to 56,000 

energy consumers  

(July 15 to June 

16) 

 

Energy 

complaint 

handling 

standard 

 
Energy companies 

subject to rules on 

how to record and 

handle complaints. 

Suppliers received 

over 5 million 

direct complaints 

in 2015 



Short recap: 

• Not all vulnerabilities are equal. It’s a matter of scale 

and is situational.   

• Important to understand  ‘drivers’ of vulnerability and  

‘levers’ of change.  

• Fuel poverty and Consumer Vulnerability are closely 

linked. Fuel poverty is usually caused by a 

combination of vulnerability factors - low income, 

poor housing, disabilities that lead to higher energy 

need etc.  

• But someone can be rich, be able to afford their fuel 

bill and be vulnerable in other ways.  

 



Research on the topic 

 

 

 INSIGHT_E project  

 Energy poverty Observatory 

 Our ESRC project (2017-2020) 

 

 



Research into access to justice for vulnerable and energy 

poor consumers in the European energy market  

 Questions the project aims to answer: 

Is Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR) resulting in 

more accessible justice?  

Does ADR provide access to justice for vulnerable 

consumers in the European energy market? 

How does dispute system design (DSD) affect 

access to justice for the vulnerable.  

 



Potential for impact 

 

 ADR providers  

 Policymakers, regulators, and consumer 

advisers  

 Energy providers  

 Public 

 

 



What we plan to explore 

  Who are the users of alternative dispute resolution and 
what are their vulnerability characteristics and profile? 

 How do users of alternative dispute resolution (both 
vulnerable and non-vulnerable) experience the process? 

 How does the design of alternative dispute resolution 
differ across the studied countries and what measures do 
schemes take to ensure their service is accessible to 
vulnerable users? 

 With a focus on the national context and culture, how 
important are other actors (regulators, policy makers, 
advice agencies) in helping the vulnerable to access 
justice? 



How we plan to do it 

 Desk research and mapping exercise 

 Surveys 

 Interviews 

 Focus groups 

 Media visibly though project social media 

sites and outputs 



Anticipated outcomes 

 

 

 To inform policy, practice, and scholarly 

debate, with the ultimate outcome being the 

enhancement of access to justice for 

vulnerable consumers in the energy market 

and beyond. 

 

https://esrcjustenergy.wordpress.com/  

@justenergy 

 

https://esrcjustenergy.wordpress.com/

