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Abstract 

Norway remains an understudied context for energy poverty. Resting on semi-structured 

interviews with 17 households located in two general areas around the wider Oslo region, the 

article draws on Bourdieu’s concepts of social fields and capitals, as well as more recent social 

practice theory. We use this to explore what makes Norwegian households vulnerable to energy 

poverty, their coping strategies, and implications for health and wellbeing. With its particular 

reliance on electricity as household energy carrier, general high income-levels, and being at the 

forefront of the energy transition, the case of Norway generates insights useful for understanding 

energy poverty implications of decarbonisation. We show that households that are heavily 

dependent on electricity, have unstable incomes, and live in energy-inefficient rental housing are 

especially vulnerable. The most marginalised households are typically headed by unemployed 

persons of working age; dependent on parental assistance to live ‘normal’ lives, and they often 

struggle with stigmatisation and shame. Lack of access to economic and social capital influences 

their energy practices and vulnerability in several social fields, also beyond direct living 

conditions. With increasing electrification of sectors like heating, transport and industry, findings 

from Norway are relevant to energy-poverty scholarship on electricity dependency and 

decarbonisation. 

 

 

1. Introduction 

Energy poverty is a form of material deprivation when ‘individuals or households are not able to 

adequately heat or provide other required energy services in their homes at affordable cost’ [1]. 

Living in cold, dark homes is a typical indication of energy poverty; it may have wider 

implications, including social exclusion, and deteriorating health and wellbeing. 

There is a growing body of research on the implications of energy poverty for households in 

Europe [2–7]. However, whereas the EU seeks to combat this problem by including measures in 

its energy and climate target for 2030 [8], less is known about how energy poverty affects 
households in countries with already largely electrified energy sectors – like Norway. Norwegian 

households have among the highest levels of domestic electricity consumption globally; 

electricity use represents approximately 80% of domestic energy consumption, including a large 

share for heating [9,10]: significantly greater than other European countries [11]. In Norway’s 

hydropower-dominated electricity system, electricity prices are closely linked to precipitation 
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levels; they are also influenced by European price levels, but tend to be significantly lower than 

these. However, Norway’s dependency on electricity may produce households that are more 

vulnerable once they have reached a state of energy poverty, and in combination with social 

expectations of energy demanding practices [12], this may be aggravated.  

Southeastern Europe typically performs worse than countries in northwestern Europe on energy-

poverty indicators [13–15], but Norway remains remarkably understudied here. It is only 

occasionally included in reports on energy poverty in Europe where it typically performs well on 
standardised energy-poverty indicators [16,17], although it has been found to be less effective in 

managing the problem than other Nordic countries [15]. While energy poverty figures are scant 

for Norway, about 1% of Norwegians have been reported as having difficulties in keeping warm, 

with 2.4% unable to pay their electricity bills in 2016 [18,19], something that is significantly 

lower than the European average [20]. Researchers have noted validity issues with such 

standardised metrics, and that identifying energy poverty can be particularly difficult in countries 

where there is stigma attached to being seen as ‘poor’ or adopting ‘inadequate’ lifestyles [3,4,21]. 

This is likely to be the case in Norway, sometimes projected ’A Society without Poverty’ [22].  

By drawing on concepts from Bordieuan social fields and material and social capitals from 

practice theory to analyse households we address the research gap on the Norwegian context 

while also addressing a call for deeper understanding of the factors leading to energy 

vulnerability [23,24]. We do this by investigating the living conditions of Norwegian energy-poor 

households. Through a qualitative study based on interviews with 17 energy poor informants, we 

explore the following research questions: What makes urban and semi-urban households 

vulnerable to energy poverty in an affluent and electricity-dependent country? how do these 

households cope with their situation? how does energy poverty have implications for their health 

and wellbeing?  

Although Norway is ranked among the world’s most income-equal countries [25], inequality is a 

growing problem [26]. Those experiencing income poverty may be hard-hit, potentially 

experiencing energy poverty ‘lock-in’, with persistent low incomes becoming a growing problem 

[27,28]. This is likely to be further aggravated by Norwegian households being highly electricity-

dependent. 

This situation takes place in a context of significant changes and challenges for the Norwegian 

energy sector more widely. The main national decarbonisation strategy is further electrification 

of transportation, industry, and other sectors – including offshore petroleum installations – as the 

electricity sector is already fully renewables based [29]. Given this, there is a declared need for 

more generation capacity, something that has turned controversial over the last few years, along 

with the established interconnectors abroad and the integration in EU’s internal energy market 

[30]. Norwegians are used to comparatively low electricity prices compared to many of the other 

Western European countries, but this has recently changed. The ‘price crisis’ on electricity winter 

2021-22, caused by a number of aligning factors, might still be a forewarning of longer-term high 

price fluctuations, something that puts the electricity-dependent Norwegian households in an 

exposed position. However, there exist no official Norwegian definition or measure of energy 

poverty, and the success of policy measures are therefore unclear. Studying Norwegian energy 

poverty is therefore pertinent. 
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The article contributes to the energy poverty literature in several ways. To our knowledge it 

represents a first qualitative analysis of energy poverty in Norway, and identifies some particular 

challenges emerging with high electricity dependency. We find indications that being energy poor 

in a relatively affluent society may bring aggravated shame and stigma. Theoretically, the article 

links modern social practice theory back to Bourdieu’s notion of fields and capitals to show how 

this influences how vulnerable households are impacted by different aspects of energy poverty. 

Unsurprisingly we find that access to economic capital is a significant factor for energy 

vulnerability, but also that social capital is important and can be accessed in various ways. Such 

capital influences not only the housing situation but reach well beyond to other social fields as 

well. These factors play out differently depending on the interviewees’ situation. 

 

2. Analytical framework 

We draw on practice theory to explore likely causes of energy poverty, how households cope and 

its key implications for them. Although this is a wide an plural field, practices can be defined as  ‘a 

routinized type of behaviour which consists of several elements, interconnected to one another: 

forms of bodily activities, forms of mental activities, “things” and their use, a background 

knowledge in the form of understanding, know-how, states of emotion and motivational 

knowledge’ [31]. As such, behaviour (e.g. cooking, heating) is neither a product of conscious 

deliberation or social determinism, but daily routines performed in a social context of meanings 

and identities. Therefore, it is expected that different people may experience energy poverty 

differently although facing similar problems such has high energy costs and poor housing quality. 

We use a simple combination of two phases of practice theory, from primarily Bourdieu’s insights 

of fields and capitals, and the more recent contributions developed by Pantzar, Shove and others 

[32,33]. These latter developments connect the insights on the role of fields and capitals, to focus 

on the social practices taking place within these fields and to generate insights about sustainable 

practices and consumption. 

To understand how households have unequal access to such material and social elements, we 

draw on the Bourdieusian concept of fields as denoting social spaces with a hierarchical structure 

of resource access [34]. Fields that may be relevant to energy poverty include the housing and job 

markets, energy consumption, social welfare system, and the health sector. Households´ capacity 

to act, adapt and produce changes within a given field depends on the ability to mobilise different 

forms of capitals. While Bourdieu identified three types of capital – economic, cultural, and social 

[35] – the focus in this article is primarily on the economic and social ones. These concepts enable 

us to illuminate the interviewees’ agency and capacities to manage their situation. 

In our context, capacity to act then depends on how much economic capital (e.g., finances or 

energy resources) and social capital (e.g. social network or symbolic meaning of action or 

identity) the household individuals can utilise [36,37]. Households´ possession of capitals is 

typically unequal providing them with different positions in the different social fields, and in turn 

shaping how they are impacted by different aspects of energy poverty.  

More recent practice theory understands agency as distributed among elements such as 

materials, competences, and meanings that dispose agents to perform practices in ‘appropriate’ 
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or ‘normal’ ways [32,33,38]. Particularly for the purpose of this article, we will emphasise the role 

of materials in different shapes, as Households ability for ´appropriate´ use of energy is shaped 

by material elements such as the energy efficiency of their dwelling and their access to various 

fuel carriers. We further expect that households´ capacity to cope with energy poverty is shaped 

by norms and social meanings that reflect negatively on the households [39]. For example, being 

unable to use energy ´appropriately´ may be experienced as social indications of poverty, 

indecency or being outside-of-the-norm. ‘Social exclusion’ is therefore understood as a situation 

where material and social elements are distributed in ways that restrict certain households in 

using energy ‘adequately’, and access to different forms of capitals influence the ability to manage 

the situation in the short and longer term. 

We expect households affected by energy poverty to possess little capital, and economic capital 

in particular, as low income is an important cause of energy poverty [40]. Having little economic 

capital does not merely imply that households have less flexibility to manage rising energy prices, 

we also expect households with less economic capital have acquired worse housing and have 

made fewer investments in energy improvement. This will have further implications for their 

need for coping and how much wellbeing they must sacrifice in order to cope with energy poverty. 

Furthermore, we expect that households who can draw on larger social networks for financial 

support have greater capacity to service energy bills and make energy investments. We expect to 

find differences among energy-poor households, where those that exhibit coping capacity and 

flexibility are likely to have larger amounts and various types of capital available.  

The more recent strands of practice theory inform the mapping of the empirical data in chapter 

4, by assisting the characterisation of the interviewees’ situation, how they manage this, and the 

implications of energy poverty, before we analyse household practices in Chapter 5 relying on the 

combination of Bourdieu’s capitals and the more recent focus on practices. This combination of 

perspectives enables a rich contribution to understanding the situation of the energy poor in the 

study, their strategies to cope, and implications for their health and wellbeing. We argue that 

energy vulnerability often goes through energy related practices. These practices often take the 

form of taken-for-granted daily routines that take place within material and social structures.  

This framework thus enables the identification of households’ room for manoeuvre within 

practices in light of their participation in social fields, and how access and use of different forms 

of capital empower or disempower energy poor in their situation, and influence their well-being. 

 

3. Methods 

There is an ongoing discussion in the literature about defining energy poverty, and a coherent 
definition and assessment are still lacking. Bouzarovski et al. [41] and Feenstra [42] note two 

main types of definitions currently used when measuring EP: they focus either on households that 

spend a high share of their income on energy (typically above 10% as indicating EP) or on 

households with insufficient access to energy services. The latter case, linked to the definition of 

EP above, draws on the self-reported experiences of people living in EP, and as such links to the 

‘subjective’ measurement of energy poor [40]. Further, identifying EP is likely to be more difficult 

in countries where being seen as ‘poor’ or adopting ‘inadequate’ lifestyles is stigmatised [21]. 
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The qualitative research here consisted of 17 semi-structured interviews with 18 household 

members, The households are spatially distributed around the wider Oslo region, and three were 

located in the medium-sized town of Fredrikstad (around 82,000 inhabitants), outside but in the 

vicinity of town centre. Most of the households were in an urban or semi-urban setting. This 

context means that the findings for this interviewee sample do not necessarily represent the full 

range of experiences of energy poor in Norway. Particularly for more rural energy vulnerable this 

is likely to be the case [43], as additional transport challenges, access to alternative heating 

sources like firewood, other social dynamics and other factors may be of relevance there. 

Our research primarily relates to the ‘subjective’ definition of energy poverty [40], although it 

should be noted that the interviewees were often not familiar with the concept of energy poverty 

prior to the interview. This has therefore been interpreted by the researchers. The choice of 

resting on subjective measurements and interviews has certain weaknesses, including limitations 

for extrapolating findings and ability to assess the scope of energy poverty. Within the limitations 

of a case study [44], although linked to previous research, our purpose is to investigate the causes 

for energy poverty across the interviewees, as well as typical coping strategies and influence on 

their health. While the number of interviewees is not atypical for interview-based studies of this 

kind, and the recruitment process (see below) strictly speaking means that validity beyond the 

interviewees in the study is unknown, we should expect the phenomena found to occur also with 

other energy poor in Norway [45]. 

Interviews as the main data source was chosen as information about individuals’ experiences is 

difficult to obtain from other sources, and sufficient statistical data does not exist to illuminate 

the width of practices and perceptions needed here. Moreover, the choice of qualitative 

interviews is grounded in a more constructivist epistemology of practice theory, to study “what 

it is like” to be energy poor [46]. The 17 households were selected according to the dependent 

variable, their energy situation, as they all had struggled to pay their electricity bills or maintain 

adequate home temperatures. Ideally, more information about the interviewees’ dwelling types 

and sizes would have strengthened the understanding of their context – this is something to 

include for future research. Key ethical considerations when interviewing vulnerable individuals 

are sensitivity to their situation and protection of the interviewees’ rights. This was secured by 

anonymising the interviewees, safe storage of data, and being attentive to the relationship 

between interviewer and interviewee. 

Recruitment of the interviewees was facilitated by the Norwegian Tenants Union 

(Leieboerforeningen) and Operation Firewood (Operasjon Ved) – a small organisation that 

provides free firewood, primarily to needy pensioners in the Oslo area. Two informants were 

selected because of their accounts about experiences with energy poverty published in traditional 

and social media; three through snowball recruitment. Informants recruited via the Tenants 

Union and snowball recruitment were identified based on their responses to two emailed 

questions: on the affordability of energy services (‘How many times have you struggled to pay the 

electricity bill in the past 12 months?’), and heating (‘Do you struggle to maintain adequately 

warm indoor temperatures during the winter?’). The remaining informants were not asked to 

respond to such questions, because of information available on their Facebook posts and news 

articles, and client descriptions provided by Operation Firewood. All informants received a gift 

voucher of €50 as compensation for their time. This way of selecting interviewees is not 

uncommon in research on energy poverty [5,47,48], but since recruitment is not randomised and 
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the researchers do not control all parts of it, this means that the extent of the findings among 

energy poor households is unknown.  

All but three interviews were conducted in the informants' homes, between October and 

December 2019. During one interview, two household members were present. Our energy-

related questions on domestic energy management were deliberately general, to avoid asking 

directly and explicitly about sensitive issues. Questions were framed in a neutral and open-ended 

way, to encourage about the everyday aspects of energy use and the implications of energy 
poverty on health, personal finances, wellbeing, and social life. This also lessened potential 

challenges with ‘energy literacy’ in cases where (mis)understanding of technical understanding 

might inhibit clear communication with the interviewer. (See interview guide in Appendix 1.).  

Post-interview the households were divided into two groups for the analysis. This was done 

based on the characteristics of their situation and their abilities to manage their situation. The 

main purpose for this division is to indicate nuances between different groups of energy 

vulnerable or poor, by social practice theory, capitals and fields. Key criteria for the separation 

are the combination of being in a stable housing situation or not, and degree of income reliability 

(see below for further empirical details), differences between the groups that were relatively 

systematic. While such a distinction can be criticized, dividing the interviewees into two groups 

has the benefit of illuminating systematic differences between the two groups, including exposure 

to electricity prices, degree of vulnerability, and policy implications that can be drawn from the 

findings. 

 

4.  Empirical findings: Energy-poverty experiences 

Energy poverty in Norway happens in an energy and welfare system that is perceived to be 

comparatively well-developed. Generally, social support is channelled through the Norwegian 

Labour and Welfare Administration (NAV).    

Several of the interviewees have been working for years to receive permanent disability benefits, 

to replace the temporary and lower rate work assessment allowance (AAP). This is a benefit 

intended for individuals with reduced work capability (by at least 50%), and represents an annual 

income of minimum 1600 EUR for periods of six months at a time [49]. The official intention of 

this measure is to provide financial support while the subject of AAP tries to reenter fulltime 

work, and there follows certain requirements for relevant activities and work and capability tests. 

The interviewees with AAP experience their situation as psychologically difficult because of the 

temporary and uncertain status of their income, and the situation where they felt too ill to work, 

but with the risk of losing AAP if tests deemed them sufficiently capable to work. Even though the 

intention of AAP is to limit it to maximum three years, several interviewees had experienced 

receiving it for over a decade.  
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More permanent energy poverty relevant policies are still found mainly in the social security 

sector.1 In addition to NAV support, there are schemes intended to assist with house expenses. 

Beyond various social emergency support measures, the most relevant of these is perhaps 

Housing Allowance, a means-tested government grant for persons with low incomes and high 

housing expenses. This is intended to be used to assist with particularly high energy expenses but 

has had a reputation for being less targeted to the weakest, and there have been cases where 

recipients of the municipally controlled NAV support have seen this being cut following Housing 

Allowance support. We map the concrete interviewee experiences with these below. The 

developments in the electricity price further deserves a short description. Norway has for many 

years enjoyed low electricity prices compared to other western European countries. This has 

benefitted industry developments and households alike, and should be assumed to have 

contributed to the high household electrification. Figure 1 shows the developments in the 

electricity prices for Norwegian households, including grid fees and taxes. Up until 2019 the 

electricity price was relatively stable at around 80-120 Øre (€0,08-0,12) per kWh, about €8-12 

per MWh, although there have been some ‘natural’ price fluctuations given the precipitation 

dependency of the Norwegian electricity system [50]. After the data collection was finished, 2020 

saw particularly low prices, but in 2021 and into 2022, the prices have seen unprecedented levels. 

Figure 1 is complemented by Figure 2, which shows developments in the rental market in the 

most relevant area for the interviewee group. The developments in rental costs are increasing in 

the period as well, leading to increased pressure on the finances of tenants. The increase is slightly 

higher than general price developments. 

 

 

 

1 It should be noted that subsequently to the research, during the 2021-22 electricity price crisis, there have 

been measures also within the electricity sector’s policy area, including direct support from the state to cut 

electricity bills for all consumers. 
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Figure 1: Electricity price developments in Norway, in Øre (100 Øre is €0,1) Source: [51]. 

 

 

Figure 2: Average rental expenses for two room flats in Oslo and Bærum municipalities. in NOK (1000 NOK is €100). Source: 
[52]. 

 

Beyond the general welfare system and electricity prices, the empirical mapping is organised first 

into a section mapping the experiences of and perceived causes for being energy-poor (4.1), 

strategies employed to cope with energy poverty (4.2.) and the wider implications of this 

situation (4.3.). The sample is divided into two groups according to how affected informants are 

by energy poverty (see Table 1). The two groups differ in terms of housing, personal finances, and 

electricity costs, how much they must do to cope with energy poverty, and the implications for 

their health and wellbeing.  
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4.1. Characteristics of the interviewees’ situation 

The household characteristics from the interviews are summarised in Table 1 below. In addition 

to the information in the table, it should be added that only two of the households had access to a 

car, and one household used a scooter when it was not wintertime. Reflecting the location in the 

wider Oslo-Fredrikstad region, the local milieus of the households were urban- to suburbia. This 

means that there is some transport involved for getting groceries and accessing some public 

services, but most of the interviewees’ movements were not particularly expansive. This situation 

is relevant for the households potentially experiencing also ‘double energy vulnerability’ where 

they cannot afford or access sufficient energy services as well as sufficiently covering transport 

needs [53,54]. While we note some links between these vulnerabilities, our main focus here is not 

on transport poverty. 

As discussed in the methods section (3.), we divided the households into two groups. The group 

defined as in a precarious situation (P-group) depend mostly on electricity for meeting their 

energy needs. They struggle to stay warm while using electricity to an affordable degree; in 

winter, this requires major lifestyle adjustments. These interviewees were all under 60 years of 

age, in an unstable financial situation, dependent on social benefits or being the sole provider in 

the family. They tended to live in energy-inefficient rental housing. An exception here was Female 

43, who had low electricity costs because district heating was included in the rent. However, the 

Norwegian system for pricing of district heating made the costs of heating only marginally lower; 

due to unstable finances, she had significant problems in paying the electricity bills (see Table 1 

below). Our use of ´precarious' indicates an inductive judgement that this group has low capacity 

to cope with high electricity costs and maintain comfortable indoor temperatures.  

Members of the group defined as vulnerable informants (V-group) are better-off. Generally, they 

are more preoccupied with staying warm, and less with the costs involved, likely because they 

tend to have more reliable income. Although they have low incomes, lower housing costs 

generally provide some protection. Additionally, they tend to live in more energy-efficient 

housing, with alternative heating options (see Table 1). Most informants in the V-group are 

pensioners. However, one working 33-year-old male was placed in this group as he splits 

electricity costs with two roommates and is rarely forced to ration energy use. We interpret the 

situation of this ‘vulnerable’ group as reasonably stable, although they struggle to access 

sufficient energy services, particularly heating. See Table 1 for further overview. 

Being energy-poor in Norway has significant implications for being able to maintain sufficient 

heating at affordable costs.  

Group Gender Age Household 

size 

Main income 

source 

Housing Alternative energy 

sources 

 

 

 

 

 

Male 48 1 Social benefits Rental  

Female 43 1 Social benefits Rental District heating 

Female 58 1 Social benefits Rental  

Female 38 1 Social benefits Rental  

Female 44 1 Social benefits Rental  
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Precarious 

Female 28 1 Social benefits Rental Woodstove 

Female 27 3 Social benefits Rental  

Male 29 Social benefits  

Male 36 1 Social benefits Rental  

Female 47 4 140% 

employment 

Rental Woodstove 

Male 46 5 100% 

employment 

Rental Woodstove 

 

 

 

Vulnerable 

Female 70 1 Pension Rental Woodstove 

Female 98 1 Pension Rental (son) Woodstove 

Female 79 1 Pension Rental (son) Woodstove 

Male 69 1 Pension Self-owned Woodstove 

Female 72 1 Pension Self-owned Woodstove 

Female 69 1 Pension Rental Woodstove 

Male 33 3 80% employment Rental  

Table 1: General information about interviewees 

4.1.1 Outdoor temperatures and electricity costs 

Most informants said they were not able to maintain adequate indoor temperatures at home. 

They typically occupied low-standard flats or duplexes with thin windows and little insulation, 

poor sealing strips or similar deficiencies. Almost all informants expressed concern with staying 

warm throughout the winter. For instance: Female 98: “I feel like I’m always freezing. Yesterday 

I thought about going to bed, maybe I wouldn’t freeze like that then. But I’m not going to do that.’ 

In winter, Informants typically spent well over 20% of their income on electricity, costing 

between €180 and €300 during the coldest season. Relying mainly on electric heating, they felt 

‘trapped’ by the complexity of electricity pricing;2 moreover, the need for heating was determined 

by outside temperatures beyond their control. They often find their efforts to reduce electricity 

costs by minimising consumption are countered by rising electricity prices. This was generally 

seen as a trap threatening their finances, wellbeing, and health. As Female 58 said: ‘It’s sad. We’re 
so dependent on electricity here in Norway, the harsh climate we have and all that, it shouldn’t 

 

 

 

2 Issues with electricity pricing include hourly price variations for electricity, as well as separate taxes, 

grid tariffs, and other components adding to the complexity. 
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be like that. It shouldn’t be so that some people have to freeze. We have to light candles [to stay 

warm].’ And Male 48: ‘I’m afraid that electricity prices will stay high and the winter will be tough. 

What will I do then? What can I do? That’s what I’m thinking about these days.’  

While the cost of electricity was perceived as a crucial barrier to adequate heating for most 

informants, those in the P-group – who generally did not have the advantage of heating with other 

fuel sources – were especially vulnerable to electricity prices. This led to conscious choices where 

they sought to balance necessary heating and other energy services with affordability – an 
impossible balance, in their view. This was sometimes an unsteady balance, as expressed by 

Female 58: 

Every now and then, on days when it’s really cold and rough and I’m freezing and feeling 

a lot of pain, like that, I’ll tell myself that tonight we’re going to enjoy ourselves, so I crank 

up the heat and then it’s really nice and warm. Then when I go to bed, I turn it down again. 

I can’t afford to keep doing that, you know. It’s sad. 

However, setting the thermostat at maximum temperature is not necessarily sufficient to achieve 

a comfortable temperature, given the low quality of the dwelling. As Female, 47, explained: [My 

son] had a friend over a while ago, and then his friend said it’s so cold in your room. My son replied 

that the heating was on, it was set to max. But when they talked, you could see his breath, so it 

was really cold. 

Having a woodstove gave several informants access to more heating options, enabling them to 

boost the heating efforts by co-firing, or using the most economical alternative. They felt the main 

advantages of having a woodstove were that it was easier to stay warm by direct, point heating, 

with a ‘cosy’ warmth they described as preferable, and that such stoves could make heating more 

affordable as wood is generally cheaper than electricity. A considerable share of the heating 

consumption of V-group informants was based on firewood; consequently, they were less 

concerned about affordability, and more concerned with staying warm. Male 27 envied his 

downstairs neighbours for having a woodstove: ‘My dream is simply to have a woodstove. That 

would solve a lot of [my] problems.’ 

4.1.2 The housing situation 

The degree to which our informants are ‘trapped’ in energy-inefficient housing varies. Those in 

the P-group saw their rental situation as an obstacle to making necessary energy improvements, 

leaving them with little incentive or means to improve the energy-efficiency of their 

accommodation. Landlords were described as rarely willing to make improvements; if they are, 

informants worry about having to pay higher rent. However, many said they were living in the 

best available option. Although the housing options of all informants were limited by their low 

incomes, several in the P-group experienced their status as recipients of social benefits as an 

additional barrier to finding adequate housing. A 28-year-old informant described how she ended 

up in her current accommodation: 

I was looking at flats all over town, it’s very difficult to get a flat here It’s become very 

popular among students (...), at every viewing I went to, some 20 to 30 people had been 

there in one day. And if you have nothing like a job or studies, you’re deprioritised 

immediately. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2022.102745


Post-print version. Final version available at https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2022.102745  

12 

 

 

 

Members of the V-group had more possibilities for coping with electricity costs and cold 

temperatures; many had woodstoves. Several had been able to purchase their own home, which 

meant greater stability in their situation, as well as better possibilities to improve the dwelling. 

Two in this group had arranged for their adult offspring to inherit the house while they continue 

to live in a section of it. This further reduced housing costs and led to additional support. Female 

79 paid her son a low rent as well as a fixed monthly price of 150 EUR for electricity instead of 

subscribing to an electricity provider: ‘We’ve agreed that the housing costs should be low, 

because I’ve given him the house. I can live here as long as I need to, for as long as I live. If he 

should have to sell, he’d have to buy me a flat.’ 

Additionally, the 33-year-old male in this group enjoyed the benefit of splitting electricity costs 

with two flat-mates. 

Despite having relatively favourable housing conditions, those in the V-group were constrained 

by their low incomes. They too generally occupied hard-to-heat dwellings, despite being the only 

informants in our sample who reported having made energy improvements (mostly through 

minor measures, due to their low incomes). However, they mentioned poor energy efficiency and 

other housing-related deficiencies less frequently than those in the P-group. Male 69: ‘There’s a 

draught from the window. The windows were changed in ’86. In the kitchen I have a sealing strip, 

like the ones my brother-in-law has.’ 

4.1.3 Access to sufficient income  

The financial situation of our informants made them especially vulnerable to rising electricity 

prices. They all had low incomes, mainly in the form of social benefits of at least €1600 or a 

minimal state pension of €1700 to 2200 per month. The EU poverty limit is set to 60% of median 

national income, which corresponds to roughly €2700 for Norway [55,56]. Most of our 

informants lived on one income; in two cases, there were two or three children and a significant 

other to provide for.  

The P-group informants who relied on social benefits were in a particularly unstable financial 

situation. They are often dependent on low-rate work assessment allowance (WAA), which 

entails protracted bureaucratic application processes for renewal every six months, eventually 

qualify for a slightly higher and permanent disability benefit (from at least €1900). While WAA is 

intended to be given for a maximum of three years, some informants had been ‘stuck’ on WAA for 

more than a decade. Asked whether the social support services (NAV) have broken the law, 

Female 28 responded: 

Well, yes.. Without going into the details, I’ve been going to therapy and received written 

documentation from doctors and therapists and all kinds of things for the stuff I’ve been 

relying on. Black on white. But [NAV] has ignored it, just refers me elsewhere, making it 

worse and worse, until I broke down, both physically and mentally. 

Although the P-group informants described receiving disability benefits as a relief, many 

continued to battle for welfare entitlements. Several of those under 40 years of age had not 

received entitlements specifically intended for ‘young disabled persons’ that would provide them 

with an additional €300 a month (NAV 2020d). Several had experienced that getting an additional 

benefit led to the removal of another one, leaving them in a zero-sum benefit situation. Notably, 

at the time of interviewing, none of our informants had received housing allowances specifically 
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intended to cover the high housing expenses of low-income households. A few informants in the 

P-group said they were not ‘poor enough’ to get housing allowance, even though they depended 

on social benefits and struggled to cover their energy expenses. Male 48 even questioned whether 

housing allowance was intended to help people like him who depend on social benefits: ‘Housing 

allowance is something we hear that people get. I don’t know anyone who has disabilities and 

gets a housing allowance. No-one! So, this housing allowance thing is a mirage for me!’ 

The only interviewee who had ever received housing allowance lost it upon being shifted from 
WAA to disability benefits. That change made him 12 euros ‘too wealthy’ to qualify a monthly 

housing allowance, leaving his income virtually unchanged from before the extra benefit. 

Generally the P-group informant members were locked in a material income and dwelling 

situation that proves both expensive and makes it difficult to satisfy basic needs, while also not 

recognized to be sufficiently difficult to trigger economic support. 

The two P-group informants with employment have had to work overtime for long periods to 

cover their energy bills, while being single providers for four- or five-person families. After 

receiving a backlog electricity expense of 2300 EUR, informant Female 47, who had to support 

two children and a chronically ill husband, explained: “I think this went on for almost 6 or 7 

months, just work, work, weekend, weekdays, evenings, day, night … I left home at seven every 

morning and wasn’t back before 10.30 or 11 almost every evening, weekends too.’ 

Some also mentioned how their financial situation led to difficulties in making ‘good’ decisions, 

perhaps further worsening their financial situation. This has been previously identified as a 

challenge also in other research [57]. In the words of Male 48: 

It’s a mechanism that kicks in when you feel financially constrained. There’s a lot of 

research that indicates it: People aren’t spending their money like drunken sailors 

because they’re stupid – they spend it stupidly because they’re poor. 

Those in the generally older V-group were in a more stable financial situation. Although their 

incomes were comparable to those of the younger informants, they enjoyed stability and 

predictability. Unlike those in the P-group, they did not mention financial problems in connection 

with filing for benefits, or having had to work overtime to make ends meet.  

Enjoying stable (albeit low) incomes, V-group members’ personal finances are more clearly 

defined. As pensioners, they generally worry less about scraping by during the winter, and often 

mention being skilful at managing their finances and living according to their means. However, 

their financial situation is still vulnerable. The only person with paid employment in this group, 

the 33-year-old-male, works 80%, and the seniors’ pensions are all in the minimum pension 

brackets.  

Female 79: I hold back regarding many things, because my pension seems small compared 

to what we used to have. […] back then, there was my husband’s pension as well. It was 

he who paid the rent and all sorts of things. My pension was just for when we needed 

more, when we wanted to buy something extra. I’ve never earned a lot, because I never 

worked fulltime. 

Female 69: I’m very economical, the type with organised finances. I put aside money to 

make sure I have enough. I know which bills to pay every month … I’ve just got used to it, 
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but if the electricity bills were to double in size, I think that would be really tough. I’d find 

that very difficult, then it would really start to affect my daily life. 

4.2. How the interviewees manage their situation 

4.2.1 Coping with electricity costs and cold dwellings 

The most prevalent energy-saving practices observed in our study concern heating. Informants 

often mentioned how they would heat only one room, staying close to movable electric radiators 

to make the most of the heat produced, or would simply go to bed. However, such strategies were 

rarely sufficient to enable them to stay comfortably warm. They would often wear warm clothing, 

including multiple layers of wool socks, underwear, long trousers and sweaters and, with several 

P-group informants, outdoor-wear like caps, fingerless mittens and boots. 

Female 28: I always have my beanie with me, because in the evenings I’m freezing to 

death; even if the heating’s on full throttle and I close the doors, it’s still pretty bad. 

Two P-group informants who suffered from chronic muscle ailments that rendered them 

particularly vulnerable to inadequate heating used electric blankets to stay warm. One of them 

explained that she stayed covered by the electric blanket most of the time. 

Female 29: I have XX [illness that causes chronic muscular pain] so I need a little more 

warmth than him [her partner, Male 27]. So, I live inside the electric blanket, and that 

costs a lot. I always have my electric blanket with me. 

Woodstoves provided nine of our informants with an alternative to electric heating. They would 

stock up on cheaper firewood for use when electricity prices rose. Notably, pensioners in the V-

group benefitted from receiving free firewood from the organisation Operation Firewood as well 

as a social network of family and friends. However, woodstoves also entail some challenges. In 

particular, P-group informants with woodstoves explained that they lacked the means to invest 

in firewood and transport it. Two mentioned having to carry firewood themselves, and therefore 

restricted its use to the coldest periods or when electricity prices were particularly high. As 

Female 28 put it: ‘I’ve carried firewood only once, and after that I said f*ck it all. It seemed so […] 

awful.’ This point from the interviewees links to transport poverty, where we should note that 

lack of access to transport is another obstacle for alternative household energy use beyond 

electricity for this group. This is a link in the double energy vulnerability literature that is not 

often noted (see [54,58]). 

P-group informants further rationed heating consumption to cut costs. They utilised small 

sources of warmth such as candles and leaving pots of warm water on the stovetop after cooking 

dinner, to utilise the heat produced. In the most extreme cases, desperate P-group informants 

resorted to untraditional sources of warmth, like wrapping themselves in blankets and lying on 

heated bathroom floors, using candles for heating, lighting the woodstove with construction 

wood, cardboard, and other flammable trash: 
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Female 28: I buy a lot of candles, so when it gets –15 C again, I just put candle lights 

everywhere and it warms a little bit – it does! … I use lots of candles when the cold is at 

its worst. The only solution is to cut back on everything. 

Despite their efforts, P-group informants expressed frustration and hopelessness in 

understanding and predicting electricity costs. Seeking to get better control over electricity 

expenses, several of them engaged in monitoring practices like checking electricity consumption 

in apps, asking their electricity provider about the costs of appliances, following weather 
forecasts and reading news about electricity prices. One person routinely touched the chimney to 

check if the downstairs neighbour was heating, as well as logging his own electricity consumption 

on a notepad. However, these methods were perceived as more useful for being mentally 

prepared for higher costs than actually coping or adapting. 

Additionally, P-group informants often mentioned rationing electricity use other than heating: by 

only lighting rooms that were occupied, using computers and watching TV in the dark, shutting 

off technology to avoid stand-by mode, storing hot coffee in thermos flasks and using the washing 

machine only when full. However, they still had high electricity bills. A 44-year-old single parent 

explained how she had reduced electricity consumption by having apparatuses plugged in only 

while in use, using blankets to stay warm also when moving around at home, and heating only 

when her daughter returned from school. However, when she contacted her electricity supplier, 

she was told that her annual energy consumption of 18 000 kWh was almost the double of what 

would be expected from a dwelling and household of that size. This was due to poor energy 

efficiency. Female 44: ‘They told me it should be about 10 000 [kWh]. And we weren’t doing 

anything extreme, we were thrifty, you know.’ 

4.2.2 Trying to access additional capital  

Several informants have needed additional financial support to manage their electricity expenses. 

The three informants with a level of employment were the most flexible, as they could work or 

search for an additional job in times of need. The 15 remaining informants must draw on their 

resources and competences to scrape by. They mention selling their belongings online, renting 

out the garage, selling Tupperware to friends and acquaintances, doing freelance journalism and 

cash-in-hand jobs like painting and helping the elderly. The partner of the 46-year-old informant 

had initiated a project of her own. As an immigrant with insufficient language skills, she had 

difficulties finding a job in Norway. To gain some financial independence, she started selling 

homemade meals at markets; however, the profits barely covered the costs of the ingredients and 

marketing expenses.  

Male 46: We’ve been doing it for some weeks to try to get a little more income, so her daily 

life doesn’t look so f***ing much like slavery – you know, just being here at home, taking 

care of the kids and cooking … But we see it as a long-term project, and maybe one day it 

will pay off. In any case, it’s important for her to be able to stand on her own feet, get out 

and do things. She’s a pretty active woman, and has found it hard, coming to Norway and 

then just sitting at home. 

Informants drew on their social networks in various ways. P-group informants found it 

particularly important to receive loans and donations to pay bills and housing deposits from 
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people close to them. It is sometimes necessary to continue to participate in social activities. 

Asked whether or how living in a cold flat had consequences for her and her daughter, for health 

or wellbeing, Female 44 responded: 

No, I’ve prioritised keeping it warm for her sake. The only thing is that it prevents us from 

doing other things. Now a grandmother has contributed to paying my daughter’s leisure-

time activities of my daughter, I couldn’t have done that … I’ve had family members who 

have made us feel that we aren’t poor. 

In two cases, informants had received donations from strangers up to €1200 after being open 

about their situation in local media and the social media. 

Perhaps contrary to expectations, pensioners of the V-group reported benefitting from strong 

social networks that provided them with lower housing and living costs, instead of receiving 

financial support directly. They have friends who can support them with free firewood, electric 

radiators, groceries, help in managing their personal finances, doing the laundry as well as 

repairing home appliances. As noted, two elderly informants also enjoy stable and affordable 

rental costs, by renting from their grown offspring who have inherited and now own the parental 

home. Importantly, V-group informants did not express any negative feelings linked to receiving 

such support, whereas many younger informants feel ashamed and unworthy at being adults who 

still depend on their parents.  

4.2.3 Adapting lifestyle while longing for a ‘normal’ life  

P-group informants went to greater lengths in economising than the V-group. In winter, financial 

constrains forced them to prioritise between what was strictly necessary and not; they might stop 

getting haircuts, buying clothes or going out with friends and other social activities. In response 

to news of rising electricity prices. P-group informants saw food expenses as being more 

manageable on a daily basis – compared to electricity, which is billed once a month. They 

mentioned having acquired new skills, like preparing more food from scratch, cultivating produce 

at home, ‘dumpster diving’ or bulk shopping from cheaper, distant outlets. Additionally, they 

often eat less food, and of lower quality, or stop snacking and drinking alcohol completely. As put 

by Male 36:  ‘People like me […] sit inside and freeze, feeling the cold, eating porridge nearly every 

day because that’s all I can afford.’  Two informants had to request free food from humanitarian 

organisations, in order to get by. 

The great lengths these young informants go to in order to cope and adapt to high electricity costs 

involves a lifestyle that fluctuates in quality from summer to winter. Many P-group informants 

try to keep ‘performing normality’ – resulting in mental conflict between basic, material needs 

and the need to ‘be normal’. Particularly the younger informants feel socially excluded during the 

winter. 

Female 38: I buy less food. […] I prioritise my spending, so as to [appear to] have a normal 

life, as a normally functioning person just like everyone else… I must pay for my leisure-

time activities, I’d like to go to a café and have coffee, I’d like to eat out every now and 

then, buy make-up – live a normal life. I’m 40 years old and I’d like to be a normal person. 

But with a food budget way below what normal people probably spend, this works out 

during the summer, but not in winter. 
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However, members of the largely senior-citizen V-group are not forced to compromise as much 

on material and social needs: they are more concerned with adequate heating. They often link 

their financial priorities regarding what expenses are necessary to being economical and 

accustomed to leading a modest lifestyle after longer periods of financial constraints. They have 

internalised living a modest lifestyle, mostly staying at home, socialising mainly with close family, 

and having low living expenses. Female 72, linked this to her own upbringing: 

I had to learn. We were eight children and were never rich or comfortably well-off. I’ve 
learned to live according to my means. When you’re not a millionaire, you’re used to 

setting priorities. I might let go occasionally – travelling or doing silly things, buy clothes, 

go out for dinner at a restaurant. 

4.3 Implications of energy poverty  

Energy poverty has various implications for wellbeing. Informants experience negative mental 

and physical health effects as a result of cold dwellings and high electricity prices. These effects 

may have further practical implications, worsening their financial situation, reducing their 

capacity to do everyday chores and care for the family – leading to social isolation. 

4.3.1 Health implications  

Our informants report that living in cold dwellings has negative physical health implications such 

as cold temperatures leading to falling ill, but also second-order challenges like being unable to 

access sufficient health services [59]. This is consistent with findings from other studies on health 

and energy poverty – both in terms of general findings but also stronger links between energy 

poverty and negative health effects being reported from subjective indicators of energy poverty 

[60,61]. As only three of the informants have outside employment, most of our informants are 

increasingly exposed to inadequate heating due to spending more time at home. Additionally, 

approximately half of our informants are especially vulnerable to inadequate heating due to aging 

or chronic illness. The pensioners frequently mention feeling cold more often as they get older, 

with cramps and arthritis-related pain induced by cold temperatures. Female 98: ‘It hurts so! I 

feel so much pain that I scream into the night.’ These indications correspond well with other 

research, where age is commonly found to further aggravate the effect of energy poverty on 

general health in other research [20,60,61]. 

A few P-group informants suffering from chronic muscle disease mentioned how they often 

suffered following exposure to cold.  

Female 58: ‘Most people say that they just wrap up when they get cold, but I get ill, I get 

flu-like symptoms. And then I begin to ache – being in pain makes you terribly tired. So, 

winters are tough, things would’ve been better if it were warmer in here.’ 

Our informants reported that the temperature-related health consequences had ripple effects – 

financial and social consequences like being unable to work, to do daily chores and care for the 

family, something that has been found in other countries too [20,62]. One informant with a job, a 

47-year-old woman, must work nearly 140% to support her two children and chronically ill 

husband. She must reorganise her day when her husband becomes unwell:  
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Female 47: He’s got a weak immune system. It takes much longer for him to get well than 

for me and you. Everything takes more time when he’s ill. Then he can’t do the things he 

should do, like accompanying the kids to activities. So I have to swap shifts at work to 

make things go. 

Several of the informants pointed to health-related dilemmas like having to cut back on food to 

keep the temperatures bearable, a similar finding from other energy poverty research [21,63]. 

Energy poverty was also reported to have mental-health implications like depression and anxiety, 
especially for those who feel they have little control over rising electricity costs and their financial 

situation [4,20,61]. They find it time-consuming and mentally exhausting to be constantly aware 

of the accumulating energy costs – time and energy they would have rather spent socialising or 

trying to obtain social benefits. Asked how she had felt during the winter before the interview 

was conducted, Female 28 responded: 

Depressed, as simple as that […] It affects you in all areas. You feel that you can’t even turn 

the lights on, because you know that during the winter months they raise the prices […]. 

 

4.3.2 Social implications 

Our informants experienced negative emotions like embarrassment and shame linked to coping 

with living in cold, dark dwellings. Particularly those in the P-group feel the unfairness of having 

to compromise on material and social needs.  

Female 28: Basically, it’s embarrassing, I think it’s embarrassing to talk about, to admit 

that electricity prices and turning on the heat are things you can’t afford. They’re 

problems you think that most other people don’t have. 

The feeling of social stigma connected to ‘different’ energy practices is not new, also beyond 

energy poverty [39]. This might be even more stigmatising when it is not chosen freely. Some 

informants see having a cold dwelling as deviant, contrary to prevalent norms of hospitality, and 

therefore as unsuitable for entertaining. They find that guests are often not prepared for how cold 

the flat is, even if they have been told beforehand. These informants feel ashamed of making their 

guests do things like bundling up in extra clothing and blankets to stay warm when they visit.  

Female 69: I don’t like to have guests during the winter, because it’s too cold. It’s 

problematic … I try to avoid it. It’s hard to maintain comfortable temperatures when 

people come and aren’t prepared … I get stressed, I don’t like it when people think it’s too 

cold or can’t get comfortable…. 

Such feelings may lead to further marginalisation [59]. Having internalised norms of hospitality 

such as heating for guests, informants feel they must choose between higher energy costs or to 

spending more time in isolation. One 58-year-old woman suffering from chronic muscle illness 

received an electricity bill of €300, despite limited heating and 15°C indoor temperatures. To cut 

costs, she saw no other choice than to isolate herself, turning off all lights and heating, and 

spending days and evenings in bed with her PC, with an electric blanket and her dog.  
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Female 58: The neighbours were wondering, you know. It was so dark in here. It was so 

dark during the evening, I had to go up to the bedroom … People asked, ‘What’s going on? 

it’s so dark at 18 o’clock.’ I said, ’Yes, then I go up to the bedroom, because I can’t afford 

heating.’ I was completely open about that. 

The more the informants worry about how other people feel, and compromise on material and 

social needs to scrape by, the more do they tend to feel socially excluded, something that is found 

also in previous studies [59]. One interviewee felt that she dropped downwards in the social 
hierarchy by having to depend on others for subsistence: ‘I never thought that I’d would end up, 

having to ask for help to get food.’ P-group informants often link their feelings of belonging to a 

socially dominant class to the widespread perception of Norway as rich and socio-economically 

egalitarian. They feel that most people believe the welfare state will take care of any problems, 

and see others as being responsible for their own misery and not bothering to seek help – as if 

these less-fortunate ones not been struggling for years to get their social welfare entitlements. 

These informants often felt that ‘the others out there’ cannot understand the situation they are 

in.  

Male 46: In Norwegian society, those who struggle are held responsible – it’s your fault! Look, 

we live in a perfect society, just walk around, look at global statistics – we’re on top. So, you’re 

not allowed not to feel good, you’ll be considered a freak. I think that’s deeply embedded in 

the subconsciousness of the Norwegian soul. 

 

5. Analysing household practices: locked in vulnerability? 

Here we draw on concepts from practice theory to analyse qualitatively the various dimensions 

of being vulnerable to energy poverty as shown by our findings. We use Bourdieu’s concepts of 

fields and capitals to analyse how different positions occupied by our informants are linked to 

having differing capacity for coping with energy poverty, and experiencing different feelings 

about their situation. To understand the strategies applied by our informants and the emotions 

they experience, we also consider their material situation like financial stability, housing situation 

as tenants or owners, and their dependency on electricity, as well as their social status and 

available social capital.  

5.1. Accessing employment and financial independence 

Unlike the V-group, informants in the P-group are especially vulnerable to instability in electricity 

prices, because they depend on unpredictable social benefit entitlements as their main source of 

income. Their financial independence hinges on the formalities and procedures of the welfare 

system. This often involve gaps between what they themselves perceive as urgent need for help, 

and what the state recognizes as their ‘real’ needs – representing a barrier for increased economic 

capital though for example AAP. These informants must submit to the bureaucratic doxa of ‘show 

patience, wait, and you might obtain a benefit from the state’ [64] – involving years of 

applications, work-capability testing  and sometimes gaining an entitlement at the expense of 

someone else. We also find that social benefit recipients affected by energy poverty typically have 

limited opportunities for employment or controlling their income: they often yearn for the 
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independence and flexibility a stable income can provide [6]. In other words, making potential 

recipients of social benefits wait in uncertainty might not be a sensible way of making them active 

citizens [64].  

In addition to being financially vulnerable from a material perspective, P-group informants are in 

a highly disempowered social situation. They feel stigmatised by being held responsible for their 

status, sometimes with implicit assumptions that they are too lazy to work and expect the welfare 

system to provide the necessary help. The unemployed informants – often in the P-group – are 
excluded from society´s ‘productive’ individuals, from those who transform competences, 

networks, resources into productive contributions to society, and who enjoy other types of capital 

often linked to this. The stigma is not because they have less-prestigious employment, but 

because they are seen as not contributing to society. It appears to be expected that they have a 

career of some sort – whereas they are positioned outside of the field of careers,  a large field 

containing virtually all those  who are employed or have a career [65]. This explains a key 

difference between the P-group informants, and the pensioners in the V-group, a point further 

supported by a study in which over 70% of respondents linked stigma to receiving social benefits 

in Norway, but rarely linked it to receiving a pension [66].  

5.2. The socio-materiality of housing 

Although all our informants’ housing choices are restricted by lack of economic capital, forcing 

those in the P-group to rent their dwellings. This leads to forced participation in the social field 

of tenancy, and increasingly feeling ‘locked’ in energy-inefficient housing and with implications 

for the costs and ease at which they can maintain comfortable indoor temperatures. The P-group 

tenants suffer the most from poorly insulated, draughty accommodation. Even if they could afford 

the necessary energy improvements, they are limited by their situation as tenants, reducing their 
agency further. Tenants in the P-group are often concerned that they may have to move before 

their own investments reap benefits, or, if the landlord were to invest, the rent would increase. 

Nor is there any guarantee that moving will lead to better housing [4,6] This divergence in the 

interests of landlords and tenants restricts our informants’ chances of getting energy-efficient 

housing, as well as the practices they are able to perform [67]. Therefore, the most sensible choice 

for this group is simply to establish practices to best cope with the costs and chill of life in an 

energy-inefficient dwelling. And that means few ways out of energy poverty. 

Social capital is important to households that suffer energy poverty, as it can provide mobility as 

regards housing. Recipients of social benefits (again the P-group) are marginalised in the housing 

market, as landlords prefer students and employed persons as tenants. The status as recipients 

of social benefits entails negative symbolic capital that adversely affects their social position as 

well as mobility possibilities in the field of housing [68].  

Two of the retirees in the V-group have agreed to have their adult offspring inherit the house 

while continuing to occupy parts of it, enjoying the privileges of a social network, higher social 

capital, far less marginalisation and more stability in their housing situation. All that further 

enables energy improvements. Like ‘super-tenants’, these informants virtually convert their 

social capital as parents into receiving accommodation by entitlement, not because they pay the 

rent. This is in line with previous research, showing that parents may provide their adult children 

with outside-of-the-market housing [68], indicating that it may also provide benefits in the other 

direction: by reducing challenges with energy poverty. 
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5.3. The social margins of electricity prices 

As they are largely electricity-dependent households, P-group informants are especially 

vulnerable to rising electricity prices. Cold weather means expense shocks that can flip them into 

perceived energy poverty [63].Their elaborate coping strategies show how energy practices are 

connected in ‘bundles’: ‘loose-knit patterns based on the co-location and coexistence of practices’ 

[32]. In addition to their co-location, electricity practices are for these informants bundled by 

being billed together. Forced to limit their electricity consumption in order to scrape by, P-group 

informants often feel shame at having to practise coping strategies perceived as demonstrating 

their low social status [34]. Avoiding such shame requires compromising on other matters, like 

turning up the heating for guests, or social withdrawal to avoid appearing as ‘energy-poor’ [23]. 

It would be wrong to consider the various coping strategies that energy-poor households engage 

in simply as modest lifestyle choices: they are ‘brutal necessities’ involving a wide range of 

negative mental-health consequences, including shame, embarrassment, anxiety stress and 

depression [3,59,69]. While status is often associated with practices that conspicuously manifest 

wealth or taste, living in a cold dwelling and having to wear extra layers of clothing to stay warm 

are expressions of poverty [39]. Studies have shown that hosts in Norway will turn up the 

thermostat before guests arrive to ensure against the ‘social crisis’ of a guest not being 

comfortable [12].  

There is an ongoing redefinition of ‘normal practice’ in the Western world, where expectations of 

indoor temperatures are changing to increase energy use [70]. As P-group informants feel 

frustrated by their inability to afford enough energy use to satisfy ‘normal’ material and social 

needs, we may expect this problem to grow with the distance between their coping strategies and 

what is regarded as ‘normal’ consumption of energy. With household dependency on electricity 
increasing for several years [71], combined with rising price-levels, households in Norway are 

likely to experience greater vulnerability to energy poverty. Amplified by growing general 

inequalities and increasing relative deprivation in Norway [26], and likely amplified by rising 

electricity prices, this will make those in an already difficult situation even more socially 

vulnerable. 

Rising electricity costs have wide-ranging lifestyle implications beyond limiting energy use for 

already-challenged households. As energy practices are bundled with food and social practices, 

the need to compromise on food consumption and social activities can be seen as affecting 

people’s ‘savings accounts’ for energy [3,59,63,72,73]. The lack of economic and social capital of 

the P-group means they sooner than the V-group will have to give up food and other practices, 

with ramifications for participation in social fields. The social practices relinquished in winter 

continue to exist in their consciousness as entities [32], making them experience a gap between 

their life of coping and internalised norms of ‘normality’ being a part of society. These informants 

do not dream of a luxurious life: they have modest aspirations of living ‘normal’ lives. Some 

practices are assumed to be ‘improbable’ and excluded [4,74]. For those in our P-group with 

multiple burdens – financial constraints, high energy costs, energy inefficient housing and long-

term health problems – leading a more modest lifestyle may become a necessary coping strategy, 

not a deliberate choice [4].  
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5.4. Leeway for skilful economising  

Having a woodstove is a clear example of how material infrastructure like heating flexibility has 

implications for practices and costs [75]. Being able to heat with firewood gives the V-group 

informants greater control, as they can stock up on cheap firewood before the winter (given 

access to economic capital), as well as assistance through free firewood from friends, family and 

NGOs. Additionally, several informants described the heat produced by woodstoves as preferable, 

a subjective dimension usually not emphasised in the literature [62]. In these instances, they have 

effectively ‘unbundled’ heating practices from other electricity uses like lighting and cooking, 

giving them leeway to adapt to fluctuating electricity costs – indeed, these households were rarely 

concerned with cutting energy costs beyond heating. 

Despite their modest lifestyle, V-group respondents rarely expressed negative feelings about 

having to cope with inadequate heating [62]. They appear to have adopted an ethic of frugality, 

framing economising positively and taking pride in skilful management of their finances 

[76].They often spoke of their modest lifestyle as sensible, wise use of their finances, rather than 

a brutal necessity, echoing other findings [76]. It is logical that those in the V-group – consisting 

mainly of older persons – are less frustrated than the P-group, as also less-affluent households in 

Norway tend to experience relatively few welfare problems as they age [77]. However, we know 

that coping strategies differ [3], and it may be that the V-group informants frame energy-saving 

practices positively as an ethical project, in order to avoid stigma or being framed as ‘poor’ [39], 

That would be more difficult for P-group interviewees who struggle to live ‘normal’ lives.  

5.5. Social capital in the family 

The different feelings experienced by the two groups must also be understood in light of the 

different social networks they draw on to get through the winter: this must be seen in terms of 

access to, as well as type of the social networks. P-group informants who depend on their parents’ 

experience feelings of indignity and unworthiness, whereas pensioners express no such concerns: 

they occupy a different position within the family field. This is consistent with arguments that 

position within a context can determine feelings of indignity [78]. We argue that the child–parent 

relationship is organised around a family-specific doxa whereby an authoritative parent places 

the child ‘in debt’ by investing time and love in caring for and raising him or her [79]. Thus, P-

group respondents experience the help they receive from parents as dependency, while the 

pensioners perceive it as delayed reciprocity. This shows the importance of understanding 

energy poverty in the context of a larger social system where households draw on social networks 

to survive [6]. Understanding emotions in relation to the quality of social capital, we see that 

persons from energy-poor households may incur social capital debt. This nuances the argument 

that energy-poor households with greater social capital have less difficulty managing their lives 

under difficult conditions than those without such access [4]. 

 

6. Conclusions  

This article has explored what it means for households in Norway to experience energy poverty. 
We have investigated various vulnerabilities to energy poverty in a country with highly electrified 
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households. Using concepts from practice theory to analyse interviewees from 17 households, 

and responding to the call for deeper understanding of these factors in the literature [23,24] we 

have, with a starting point of Bordieuan social fields and material and social capitals, added 

perspectives on the emotional, social and practical dimensions of energy poverty. 

Informants were divided into two groups with clear commonalities. The one group (P-group), 

mostly consisting of social benefit recipients under 60 years of age, were particularly vulnerable 

to energy poverty, by being electricity-dependent, having unstable low incomes, renting energy-
inefficient housing and having to depend on parents also in adulthood. The other group (V-group) 

mainly comprised pensioners, had greater opportunities for managing their situation: they had 

stable incomes, could draw on multiple energy sources, were in a better, more stable housing 

situation and could also draw on a network of younger family members to help with energy-

related issues. 

The findings from these groups show that both economic and social capital are significant for 

influencing their housing and then energy vulnerability. The V group can draw on capital from 

family and more often own their dwellings, while P-group members feel discriminated against in 

the social field of renting market. They also felt stigmatized by being in a situation of ‘forced’ 

tenancy and depend on social benefits.  

While we do not know the extent of the findings, we know that the reported phenomena occurs 

with energy poor in Norway. Moreover, our findings aligns with previous research: financial 

vulnerability to energy poverty must not be understood solely in terms of income size: the 
stability of income payments is also important [6]. Further, we find that these households does 

not benefit from welfare benefits intended to help households with low incomes and high housing 

costs. We also observe that emotions further marginalise energy poverty: households feel that 

they must turn up the heating for guests. We further find alignment with previous research in 

indications that the elderly are less inclined to express negative feelings at having to cope with 

energy poverty [62]. We expand on earlier observations of the importance of possessing sizeable 

social capital to manage energy poverty: the quality of social capital is important to whether 

receiving support is experienced negatively or not [4].  

Households dependent on electricity, without the possibility of using other fuels, show additional 

vulnerability. Being unable to shift to cheaper energy sources when energy prices rise adds to 

other vulnerability factors noted in the literature [3,5,62,63]. Lack of transport for alternative 

fuels adds additional limitations to manage – adding transport poverty issues to their already 

marginalised situation. As electrification remains a dominant decarbonisation strategy in 

European countries, there is a risk that unchecked power prices and pressure on removing 

alternative energy carriers may lead to larger problems, moving more households into a situation 

of energy poverty, or fluctuate in- and out of a precarious situation. Furthermore, an important 

political measure for addressing energy poverty would be to design more targeted housing 

expenses assistance with vulnerable households. These should, however, be assisted by the 

development of official metrics and definition of energy poverty for Norway, to have higher 

accuracy to those in need. Such official measures are currently non-existing. 

To achieve a just energy transition, policy must take into consideration how infrastructural 

processes have negative implications for households in energy poverty. Targeted social measures 
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must reach households in energy poverty – and energy-improvement programmes must be 

available to recipients of social benefits and to those in rented accommodation. 

Further research should analyse whether our results can be tested, perhaps through statistical 

research, and the links to other vulnerabilities – for other wealthy, electricity-dependent 

countries as well as households in other life situations and cultural contexts. Given the EU 

requirements for all member-states to report on energy poverty [8], this may further inform 

quantifiable metrics on the extent of energy poverty across European countries, enabling 
comparisons across jurisdictions. Further study is needed on households consisting of families, 

collectives, and groups of persons with minority backgrounds and varying employment status. 

The Norwegian case can bring particular insights on energy poverty in a context of high electricity 

dependency, which is likely to increasingly be the case also for other countries in Europe and 

beyond, with the ongoing energy transitions. Lastly, a much-needed area for research concerns 

perceptions of justice, implications for electrification strategies, and links to energy poverty. 
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Appendix 1: Interview guide  

Daily life 

• How long have you been living here? 

• Do you live here with other people or pets? 

• How comfortable are you living here? 

• What does a typical day look like? 

• What kinds of challenges do you experience related to electricity and energy use? 

• Do you think a lot about electricity use? 

- What appliance(s) consume(s) the most electricity in your home? 

• What do you do to cope when your home gets cold? 
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Dwelling 

• To what degree have you had problems in heating your current dwelling? 

- poor insulation 

- draught 

- leaks 

- rot 

 

Electricity bill 

• What kind of electricity plan do you have? 

- How often does the electricity bill come? 

• Do you normally know how much it will be? 

• How closely do you study the bill? 

- electricity consumption, grid tariffs 

• What do you feel when the electricity bill arrives? 

• How do you manage an unexpectedly high bill? 

- friends 

- family 

- formal loan 

- sell something 

- state services 

- organisations 

- other 

• What is the toughest period you have experienced? 

- Highest electricity bill 

- Why was it high, in your view? 

- What did you do to manage it? 

- How did you feel during that time? 

• Do you make changes in your behaviour to reduce electricity costs? 

- What do you find to be most effective? 

- Do you compromise on any needs important to you? 

- How does it feel, having to adapt? 

• (with multi-person households) Have you divided the responsibility for energy-related 

matters? 

- Why does he/she have main responsibility? 

- Does your household electricity consumption differ from person to person? 

- Are you well-informed about electricity? 

- Do you discuss electricity matters? 

- Does the electricity bill impact on household relations? 

• Have you invested in energy improvements? 

• What do you feel has made electricity more expensive this winter than last year? 
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• For how long have you experienced challenges with electricity use? 

Heating 

• How well equipped with heating technology is your dwelling? 

• What energy sources do you use? 

• How do you heat the dwelling? 

- At night 

- While away 

• Do you heat all the rooms? 

• How do you adjust the temperature? 

• How warm do you normally keep it? 

- What temperature(s) would you prefer? 

- How often do you maintain your preferred temperature? 

• Do you have any other ways of heating your dwelling? 

• What are the mornings like? 

• What do you feel when you wake up? 

• How do your heating practices change from season to season? 

• Do you follow weather forecasts and electricity prices? 

- How does this affect you? 

• Have you undertaken any special measures in particularly cold periods? 

- How did that feel? 

• Have you had any problems with the technology used in heating? 

 

Health 

• To what degree does your electricity situation affect your health? 

- physically 

- mentally 

• Do you talk about your problems? 

- electricity bills 

- heating 

- finances 

- How or in what ways are those you talk with able to relate to this? 

- Do they have similar experiences? 

 

• Are there people who can help you with any of these problems? 

- friends 

- family 

- How does it feel to have them to help you out? 

• How are your relations with the landlord?  
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- Do you discuss energy-related matters? 

- Have you ever thought of moving because of problems related to electricity or your 

landlord? 

• Do your neighbours have similar problems? 

• How frequent do you believe these problems are? 

• How frequently do you think people like you adapt to electricity prices?` 

 

Leisure time 

• What do you do in your leisure time? 

- cook 

- watch TV 

- read 

- cinema 

- theatre 

- go out 

• Are you active on social media? 

• Are there things that the electricity bills hold you back from doing? 

• How often do you socialise? 

- Do your friends come visit you? 

- Does your energy consumption change when they come to visit? 

- In terms of energy use, when you go visit them is it similar to when they visit you?  

•  
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