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Fuel Poverty and High Rise Living: Using community-based interviewers to 

investigate tenants’ inability to keep warm in their homes 

Abstract 

The number of households living in fuel poverty across the UK is on the increase. This paper 

explores the experience of those living in fuel poverty, seeking to understand the reasons for 

lack of warmth in homes. Using a case study approach, 101 face-to-face structured interviews 

with residents of a high-rise block of flats in Edinburgh were conducted by trained 

community-based interviewers, many of whom had experience of fuel poverty themselves. As 

such, this research contributes to our understanding of fuel poverty by giving a voice to those 

directly affected. 

 

Background 

“I couldn’t believe the state of the high rise housing stock.”
i
 

Fuel poverty is a form of poverty specifically relating to inadequate heating in the home. The 

official definition of a UK household in fuel poverty is one which spends more than 10% of 

their household income on fuel to keep their homes in a satisfactory condition (Boardman, 

1991; Scottish Executive, 2002; Hills, 2011). The prevalence of fuel poverty in the UK has 

been rapidly increasing. In Scotland, where this research was carried out, the percentage of 

households in fuel poverty has more than doubled from 13% to 32% during the past decade 

(figure 1). Among those most affected by fuel poverty are residents of poorly insulated social 

housing, in particular high rise blocks of flats. High fuel costs, low household income and 

fuel inefficient dwellings are considered to be the three main causes of fuel poverty (Scottish 

Executive, 2009; Boardman, 2010). Fuel prices have been increasing over the last few years 

and have had a greater impact on the fuel poverty of low-income households compared with 

higher-income households (Baker, 2011).  

It is very likely that a household experiencing fuel poverty may also be affected by other 

forms of poverty, such as child poverty and income poverty and thus, some may be reluctant 

to embrace the concept, as it detracts from the basic problem of lack of income and access to 

resources. This argument notwithstanding, by focusing on this single dimension of poverty, 

we gain insight into other environmental and technical aspects which contribute to people 

being cold in their homes and which might be more swiftly remedied than other more 

enduring foundations of poverty (Anderson et al., 2010; Fahmy, 2011). 

Figure 1: Trends in Scottish House Condition Survey (SHCS) Fuel Poverty Figures 
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(Source: SHCS Key Findings, 2009) 

The aim of this paper is to add new insight to our existing knowledge about the experience of 

living in fuel poverty. Using community-based interviewers to gain access to an often hard to 

reach population, those directly affected can tell of their understanding of the reasons for their 

living in cold homes. Respondents are also able to give voice to their resilience and tell of 

their ways of coping with fuel poverty. 

Government Policies and Fuel Poverty 

“After all the dampness campaigns we have fought in the past, we still have damp houses.” 

 A variety of legislation, policies and schemes at European, UK, Scottish and local 

government levels have been put in place to tackle fuel poverty. Of the three main causes of 

fuel poverty, low disposable household income and the high price of domestic fuel are 

matters allocated to Westminster, while poor energy efficiency of the home comes under the 

local remit of Holyrood (Scottish Executive, 2002). The EU also has a role in stipulating 

directives related to energy performance and consumer regulation.  

Current nationwide policies include the winter fuel payment, the cold weather payment and 

the social tariff (Boardman, 2010). The winter fuel payment is a non-taxable universal benefit 

given to anybody over 60 years, increasing with age. The cold weather payment is an income-

related benefit paid during particularly cold spells which last for seven or more consecutive 

days. The social tariff or “warm house discount” obliges energy suppliers to provide certain 

benefits for certain customers. Additionally, the Scottish Government implemented the 

Energy Assistance Package (EAP), which provides consumers with advice on how to reduce 

their CO2 emissions and how to save money (Scottish Executive, 2010). 
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In 2002, the Scottish Government set a target to eradicate fuel poverty by 2016, though as 

figure 1 highlights, the number of households in fuel poverty is increasing. In light of rising 

fuel costs and economic recession, there is the potential for this situation to worsen 

considerably. Evidently, the policy solutions in place are not tackling fuel poverty adequately.  

Cold Homes and Low Income Groups 

“I am a native Kenyan. People in Africa think that people in the UK don’t have to live in 

poverty – they have no idea”. 

Generally, local authority tenants experience difficulties covering their fuel bills (Fung et al., 

2006). Low income families are also more likely to live in cold homes due to the their 

dwellings being more likely to suffer from poor efficiency of building material, problematic 

heating installations and appliances, poor housing maintenance, and technical deficits of the 

original construction of the building (Santamouris et al., 2006). As a result, heating systems 

within housing infrastructures may operate to exacerbate poverty (Buzar, 2007). In particular, 

high rise flats are often poor constructions with problems such as damp, low thermal qualities, 

poor sound insulation, and expensive and thus, neglected building maintenance, all of which 

can add up to a poor fuel outcome (Green, 2007; Baker, 2011; GoWell, 2011). Also, due to 

building regulations, high rise flats  must have off-gas heating systems, so that residents 

cannot benefit from gas central heating, but must mostly rely on electricity for heating, which 

is generally more expensive.  

A high percentage of low income households, especially those who receive some mean-tested 

benefits or disability benefits have a prepayment meter (PPM) (Doble, 2000; Speak, 2000). 

PPMs are normally installed for debt recovery, and to remove the worry of receiving an 

unexpected bill. However, they prevent customers from benefiting from the cheapest tariffs, 

and are expensive to remove (the cost falling on the customer). The Energy Secretary Chris 

Huhne’s recent advice
ii
 to “switch energy suppliers” is not common practice amongst low 

income groups (Mummery & Reilly, 2010).  

Low income households in a cold climate may find they are needing to choose between food 

and heat (Bhattacharya et al., 2003; O’Neill et al., 2006; Green, 2007; Friends of the Earth, 

2011). In turn, this needing to prioritise either heat or food, rather than enjoying both, has 

negative implications for health (Somerville et al., 2000; DTI, 2001; Wilkinson et al.,  2004; 

Rudge & Gilchrist, 2005; El-Asari & El-Silimy, 2008). Being in fuel poverty is also 

associated with stress and mental health problems such as depression (Harrington et al., 2004; 

Anderson et al, 2010; Friends of the Earth, 2011). 
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Those experiencing life on a low income and in poorly heated households report different 

strategies for coping with cold weather such as self-rationing, reducing the hours and areas 

heated, visiting families and friends, going to bed early, having hot drinks, adding extra layers 

and blankets, and attempting insulation using tape around windows and hanging thick 

curtains (Harrington et al. 2004; Wright, 2004; O’Neill et al., 2006; Mummery & Reilly, 

2010). Electric storage heaters are often installed in high rise flats, but residents report 

problems with them, resulting in their resorting to alternative additional heating (Fung et al., 

2006). Extreme reactions to worry about fuel bills can include self-disconnection (Doble, 

2000; Speak, 2000; Anderson et al., 2010). 

In light of the discussion above, three questions are addressed in order to explore the extent of 

and underlying reasons for fuel poverty: (1) Are respondents having difficulties in keeping 

warm, and if so, why? (2) Are respondents choosing between food and heat due to budget 

limitations? (3) Is respondent health affected by a lack of heating? 

Community-Based Interviewing: A case study in North Edinburgh 

“I have lived here for 25 years but I didn’t realise that in the 21
st
 century people had to live in 

such abysmal conditions” 

The research was conducted in collaboration with the North Edinburgh Trust (NET), a 

community development trust that aims to maximise community influence, address poverty 

and bring economic and community benefits to the North Edinburgh area. This research was 

part of a “Fuel Poverty Audit”; a community-based research study funded by the Climate 

Challenge Fund. The study sought to describe the experiences and attitudes of the residents of 

the high flats in an area in North Edinburgh living in fuel poverty. These flats were chosen for 

this typical case study of fuel poverty due to the following set of characteristics. They are 

supplied only with electricity and so they are difficult to heat (and hard to “treat”). Their 

residents are generally on low incomes, thus the likelihood of individual residents living in 

fuel poverty was high. Furthermore, the North Edinburgh area is exposed to severe weather 

conditions as a result of its proximity to the sea.  

The data collection was carried out in January and February 2011, which was a particularly 

cold winter, by community-based interviewers, some of whom had experience of living in 

fuel poverty. Interviews were conducted in 101 flats in the case study area. The use of 

community interviewers was a key feature of this research. The level of access and 

engagement achieved would have been much harder for professional social researchers from 

beyond the community. The community interviewers’ own experiences of fuel poverty and 

their strong interconnections with the community allowed an unusual level of access due to 
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the greater trust and empathy afforded to them by respondents. The community interviewers 

input into the development of the interview schedule and subsequent thematic analysis was 

also highly beneficial for improving the validity of the study.  

The mode of data collection was a paper based questionnaire filled in during a face-to-face 

interview. The questionnaire contained a mixture of closed and open questions. The closed 

questions captured quantifiable information such as: weekly amount spent on electricity; the 

number of rooms heated; the number of heating devices on,  and the number of hours per day 

heating was switched on. The open questions were designed to explore why residents were 

not warm enough, why their income might not be sufficient to meet their heating needs, and 

whether health problems were affected by the cold. Furthermore, focus group and individual 

discussions were held with the community interviewers. The open-ended questions were 

transcribed and analysed thematically with a qualitative data analysis package. 

The profile of the respondents living in the high rise flats included elderly people, single 

parents, unemployed, people with disabilities and working families. The majority of 

respondents had higher fuel needs than might be expected, as they spent more time at home 

due to unemployment, retirement, disability or child care. Respondents were living in poor 

quality accommodation which was ineffectively insulated and fuel inefficient. As tenants, 

they were dependent on their landlord, in this case the City Council, for repairs. 

Key Factors in Fuel Poverty
iii

 

Heating is too expensive for those on low incomes 

72% of respondents with a variety of household profiles (single parents, unemployed, retired, 

families) reported that they simply could not afford their heating needs. As such, under-

heating was a common practice.  Often only the living room, and possibly one bedroom 

would be heated for only a few hours a day. Part time work, often due to poor health, seemed 

to be associated with spending very little on electricity (between £10-£15 per week). 

“I do not have enough income to heat the flat as much as I would like to so I have to budget 

which rooms to heat; and there is damp and condensation which affects that decision” 

There were various coping strategies, ranging from putting on more clothes, sitting under a 

duvet, taking extra showers, turning on the oven, sleeping and living in one room. 

“I can’t afford to heat my home. When it is cold, I just use a duvet” 

“I stay in bed during the winter to save on heating costs” 
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Others reported going out or staying with relatives when it got too cold. 

“I sometimes go to the library to get warm so I can switch the electricity off in my flat” 

“When the children are out of school for the summer holiday we take them to a friend’s house 

for a few days because the heating is too expensive (and the flat is too cold). 

This last quote also indicates that keeping warm is not just a winter problem, but rather an 

issue throughout the year. 

Electric storage heaters 

One of the key recurrent themes in the interviews and from interviewers’ feedback were in 

relation to electric storage heaters. A key finding was the extent of low or non-usage of the 

electric heating system, which tenants attributed to inefficiency, the high cost of running the 

heating system, the poor state of the storage heaters and also lack of knowledge about correct 

usage. According to local tenants, the storage heaters were at least 20 years old. The poor 

quality of the electric storage heaters was seen as one of the main problems for respondents. 

Each flat had been issued with electric storage heaters, which in theory should be able to 

allow residents to use electricity during off-peak times to save money, and then to provide a 

steady heat during the day. A potential advantage of electric heating is the possibility to use 

(often complex) off-peak tariffs such as Economy 7
iv
 to benefit from cheaper fuel (Boardman, 

2010). However, this was not the experience of residents as illustrated below: 

“They (storage heaters) are very expensive to use. The electric storage heaters have packed 

up and the daily costs of using them are too high. And we don’t know how to use them.” 

 “I do not put the electric storage on any longer because the smell of the air affects my 

breathing.”  

“I do not use the electric heaters because they are crap, and they don’t heat the room 

enough. I get condensation.”  

There was a general feeling among the residents that the storage heaters are very expensive to 

run. Those who said that they kept the storage heater on 24 hours usually meant, in practice, 

that they simply switched the system on at the start of the winter season and did not otherwise 

touch any of the controls. Many tenants were unaware that the output dial must be turned off 

at night to store maximum heat during the cheaper Economy 7 overnight period. If this is not 

done, heat is being released at night when it is less needed and it costs extra to store the heat 

that is being lost. 
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Given the problems with the electric storage heaters, many respondents were instead using 

more expensive alternative forms of heating such as halogen, oil, calor gas or fan heaters. 

Whilst these alternative forms of heating are more expensive than the storage heaters per 

KWh, people reported feeling more in control of their energy use as they were better able to 

control the timing and location of the heating with these devices. 

“I only heat one room with a halogen heater. I use the 2
nd

 bedroom as a living room. I only 

use the bathroom fan when it is very cold and necessary.” 

“Sometimes I have to turn the oven on to get extra heat in the property” 

Housing conditions and lack of Council response 

The storage heaters were often reported as broken. Others reported that the electric heaters 

had not been serviced in years. 

“I do not use the electric heaters because they do not work so instead I use the electric fire. I 

have asked the Council to replace them” 

The following illustration is an example of how residents said they were feeling about the 

service from the Council. This family had a young child. They reported that their storage 

heaters were not working properly and that they had to spend £35 a week on electricity. They 

said that they had reported the faulty heaters on a number of occasions but nobody had come 

to check them. During the recent bad weather they had had to borrow money from their 

family to heat the flat; and their relatives had also helped by bringing them food. The 

respondents said they felt “abandoned”. 

“The Council do not care about these flats; they are leaving them to fall down”. 

Dampness, condensation and draughts were some of the other main worries for tenants. Many 

respondents were living in damp flats, with mould on walls, cracks in the ceiling and balcony 

doors that would not shut properly. One respondent told of how she had complained to the 

Council about the dampness but the Council said it was condensation and told her to open the 

window. She said (as did others) that their clothes were damp in their wardrobe and that the 

wallpaper in the bedroom and the kitchen was also damp. 

“I don’t use the electric storage heaters because they don’t work well. Also, there is a bad 

dampness outside the walls. Poor insulation and no draft proofing. There is condensation in 

the bedroom and the bathroom.” 
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“The second bedroom is not in use due to a crack running the length of the ceiling and the 

mould on walls. The health visitor has intervened on our behalf with the Council. The house 

was unfit for a new-born baby when we moved in” 

Choosing between food and heat 

“I don’t get enough for both food and heating. I do make a choice between food and heating 

and I choose food” 

Having to choose between food and heating because of their tight budgets was a common 

dilemma among respondents. There was the example of a single mother who worked part-

time. She had a child who suffered from asthma and she said she had to find other ways to 

keep herself and her child warm. She told us that the Council helped her with the bills but 

even then she still has to make a choice between food and heat: 

“Increase in food prices means that I have to juggle finances. Sometimes, I have to sacrifice 

eating three meals a day in order save money and will use less heating” 

There was a case of a single father living with his young child who has a congenital heart 

defect. He lost his partner last year; he told us that she passed away due to bronchitis. He said 

he could only spend £12 per week on electricity. 

“food and household goods are my priority – heating comes second” 

Some respondents reported other expenditure tensions, such as whether to spend on heat or 

transport, children’s clothes or pets. For example, one respondent needed to keep back 

enough money to pay for bus fares in order to pick up her granddaughter from school. 

Health and (lack of ) warmth 

“Cold often affects our health and we are worried that the cold may have a negative impact 

on our health” 

Respondents living in cold damp homes reported a range of health problems including: colds 

and chest problems, asthma, arthritis, epilepsy, depression and schizophrenia. Colds and chest 

problems were the most commonly reported health issue and they were attributed by 

respondents to living in a cold indoor environment. Several respondents reported that living in 

a cold flat caused regular colds and chest pains. There were a few parents who said that their 

children suffered from colds, chest infections and asthma.  

“My children are constantly getting colds and one of the children has asthma and his health 

gets affected by being cold” 



 9 

“My young child suffers from colds and respiratory problems due to dampness in the flat” 

A retired man brought his medical record, which showed us that he was suffering from a wide 

range of conditions triggered by cold temperatures and his health problems invariably meant 

that he had high heating needs.  

Some respondents reported that they got depressed and stressed as a result of living in a cold 

flat and not being able to resolve it.  

“I get stressed out about fuel costs, I am very conscious of my electricity usage and I get 

really stressed out about not being able to be warm” 

“I can’t stay in a cold condition, I get depression from cold. I need continuous heating to stay 

warm. I am often sad if I can’t heat the flat to a warm level. I also fear my health could get 

worse if I stay long in the cold” 

One respondent, whose bedroom was completely damp, explained to us how having her 

clothes and shoes affected by the mould, was making her life miserable at work, as colleagues 

thought she smelled. She told us that the condensation level of the bedroom was very high, 

that it was a very cold room and that it was affecting the health of everyone in the household. 

To sum up, findings show that respondents suffered from a range of physical and mental 

health problems, which appeared to be exacerbated by inadequate heating.  

Conclusion 

Using a case study example of high rise flats in North Edinburgh, using trained community-

based interviewers, this research adds several new insights to our existing knowledge about 

fuel poverty. It gives a voice to those most marginalised by fuel poverty – the elderly, 

unemployed, disabled, and those caring for children. Although the findings cannot be 

generalised to the whole population who live in council flats in Scotland, or the UK, the 

findings nevertheless illustrate some of the common issues among low income householders 

living in cold conditions. There were high levels of fuel poverty among residents, a 

widespread need to choose between heat and food, a range of resourceful strategies to cope 

with the cold, and a high proportion of health related issues, such as depression, which 

residents felt were directly related to the conditions of their homes.  

Three questions were addressed in particular: (1) Are respondents having difficulties in 

keeping warm, and if so, why? (2) Are respondents choosing between food and heat due to 

budget limitations? (3) Is respondent health affected by a lack of heating? 
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The respondents confirmed that they were having difficulties keeping warm. In part, this was 

due to being on low incomes. Fuel was too expensive. However, this was not the whole 

picture, there were also environmental and technical aspects to their fuel poverty. The 

research revealed the extent to which electric storage heaters were not being used. There were 

two principle reasons for this. Firstly, they were often broken. Secondly, respondents did not 

know how to use them and so distrusted them to use too much electricity for too little heat. 

The quality of the dwellings, which often suffered from damp, cracks and draughts, also made 

them difficult to keep warm. From the perspective of respondents, their landlord, the City 

Council, did not keep on top of the necessary repairs. One policy recommendation from this 

research would be to ensure tenants have sufficient knowledge to be able to benefit from the 

use of electric storage heaters, where they are installed. This will not eradicate the fuel 

poverty in such high rise flats, but it may make a contribution to reducing fuel bills. Also, an 

individual assessment of the status of electric storage in every dwelling could help to solve 

some of the problems with faulty storage heaters. Moreover, this would contribute to 

residents feeling better supported by their landlords, the Council. 

The research also found evidence to suggest that people are choosing between food and heat 

due to not having enough money to afford both.
v
 Residents are resourceful in finding 

alternatives to keeping warm including using public spaces. Some are self-disconnecting their 

electricity supply in order to save money. The majority of respondents claim they would 

chose food above heat, but this would seem to vary across studies (Bhattacharya, 2003; 

Green, 2007). This finding corroborates the existing literature that supports the argument that 

low income households deal with restricted choices when living on a limited budget. 

Finally, whilst this research could not establish a causal link, it did find evidence to suggest 

that respondent health was negatively affected by fuel poverty. Several authors argue that 

respiratory problems are correlated with fuel poverty (Platt et al, 1989; Brunekreef, 1992; 

Somerville, et al., 2000; Wright, 2004). There is much in this research to support the 

existence of an association between living in a cold household and having more colds and 

respiratory problems. Testimonies also revealed a correlation between fuel poverty and 

mental health problems, namely depression. 

Even though the Government is making efforts to abolish fuel poverty, there are some gaps 

between policy and practice that need addressing. If prices continue to rise, more people will 

be living in fuel poverty and we may find that despite high levels of resilience, there comes a 

breaking point for many living in these sub-optimal conditions. 
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