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Abstract

Globally, many of the most pervasive inequalities are those embedded in unequal gender
relations. Despite this, gender has only recently emerged as a focus in conversations about
energy justice. Understanding gender as an intersectional axis of social power that shapes
social relations in an unequal way, this chapter reviews global energy-gender debates. In
doing do, we set out a framework for understanding the ways in which energy justice is shaped
by gender relations, and vice versa. We illustrate this framework with multi-scalar examples
from the European context, evaluating both national scale gender-energy indicators and
detailed qualitative evidence from households in Poland, Czechia and Greece. We set out an
agenda for possible future research and policy on gendered energy injustices that considers:
intersectional energy injustices; temporal dimensions of gendered energy injustice; and the
importance of mixed methods approaches.

1. Introduction

Energy justice has emerged as a defining research agenda amongst social scientists
interested in the inequalities between social groups and their use of energy (Sovacool and
Dworkins 2015; Jenkins et al. 2016; Fuller and McCauley 2016). Globally, many of the most
pervasive inequalities are those embedded in unequal gender relations. Despite this, gender
has only recently emerged as a focus in conversations about energy justice. In the context of
the Global North, historically energy has often often regarded as gender-neutral (Clancy and
Roehr 2003). Households tend to be treated as monolithic units, wrongly assuming an
equitable distribution of resources and responsibilities amongst household members.
Meanwhile, research in the Global South that has paid attention to gender has often relied
upon discourses that obscure the unequal power relations that exist between men and women,
and other groups (Listo 2018). In essence, there are distinctly gendered forms of energy
injustice that merits further systematic attention.

In this chapter, ‘gender’ is understood as the social, economic and political constructions of
‘femininity’ and ‘masculinity’, an axis of social power that shapes social relations in an unequal
way. Inspired by intersectional feminism, we understand gender not as a discrete category,
but rather as mutually constructed through its intersection with other forms of social difference;
for example, class, ethnicity, race, disability, sexuality and age (Crenshaw 1989; Hopkins
2017). These interconnections with other axes of social power and oppression mean that
gender relations are constituted in varied and uneven ways over space and time (McDowell
1999), as we will see in the examples discussed throughout this chapter.
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Our chapter has four aims that draw insights from work conducted in energy geographies and
critical feminist studies. Firstly, we review global energy-gender debates (Section 2).
Secondly, we offer a framework for understanding the ways in which energy justice is shaped
by gender relations, and vice versa (Section 2). Thirdly, we illustrate the gender dimensions
of energy justice at multiple scales (Section 3). Here our examples focus on energy poverty,
which can be defined as the inability to access sufficient energy services in the home. Energy
poverty is a specific form of energy injustice, which is differentially experienced along gender
lines. This ranges from wider structural processes such as exclusion from the ‘productive’
economy, unpaid caring or domestic roles, and a lack of social protection in older age; to
practices embedded within the home including responding to and resisting energy poverty,
and the emotional labour associated. We provide evidence of national scale gender-energy
indicators (Section 3), as well as detailed qualitative research with households in Poland,
Czechia and Greece (Section 4). Finally, we set out an agenda for possible future research
and policy on gendered energy injustices (Section 5).

2. State of the field
2.1. Global energy-gender debates

Across the world, many of the most pervasive inequalities are those embedded in unequal
gender relations and inequalities related to energy are no exception. A substantial body of
research has focussed on how negative impacts of energy systems are experienced unequally
between genders in the Global South, with women often enduring a greater proportion of the
harmful consequences of energy poverty (Oparaocha and Dutta 2011; Koéhlin et al. 2021). For
example, of the 2 million people that die annually from indoor air pollution, approximately 85
per cent are amongst women and children who spend a large proportion of time at home
during the day (Martin et al. 2013). Gathering and managing fuel is typically the responsibility
of women (Dutta 2003), often taking several hours each day leaving less time for employment,
education or social interaction outside the home (Parikh 2011). The collection of fuel can also
be unsafe resulting in injuries from carrying heavy loads and even physical assault
(Oparaocha and Dutta 2011).

Yet research about the relationship between gender and energy poverty in the Global South
(reviewed in Listo 2018) has been critiqued for a tendency to endorse a “feminization of energy
deprivation” (Petrova and Simcock 2019) and promoting binary, disempowering and
victimising gender discourses (Listo 2018; Fathallah and Pyakurel 2020; Pachauri and Rao
2013), instead of providing a critical analysis of how gendered and racialised vulnerability to
energy deprivation is induced through political processes (Phillips and Petrova 2021). In
practice this has resulted in a tendency for gender-led energy approaches to:

“focus on technological fixes rather than providing appropriate energy services, and on
meeting women’s immediate needs rather than addressing the broader cultural, socio-
economic and political contexts important for attaining genuine gender equity”.
(Johnson et al. 2019: 169).

Listo (2018) argues that women are often co-opted to justify energy-related interventions at
the expense of gender equality. The assumption that it is possible to address gender inequality
through a “technological fix” or strategies that only address a person's immediate need for
energy conceals the power relations that cause gender inequalities to manifest in the first
place, reinforcing patriarchal structures (Standal and Winther 2016; Johnson et al. 2019).
Women should be viewed “as active participants not just beneficiaries” in energy transitions
(Yasmin and Grundmann 2020: 1).

By comparison, in the context of the Global North, research has often considered energy to
be a gender-neutral issue (Clancy and Roehr 2003). For example, studies examining



inequalities in vulnerability to, or in the experience of, energy poverty typically focus on other
axes of difference (Petrova and Simcock 2019). For example, age, income, and health status
have received considerable attention in energy poverty research (e.g. Chard and Walker 2016;
Mohan 2021; Bardazzi et al. 2021). Thus, there is a tendency for “women and men [to be]
regarded as equal in their uses of and views about energy” (Clancy and Roehr 2003: 44).
Despite the increasing role of women in paid employment, structural inequalities, including
those in the labour market and welfare system, continue to perpetuate gender inequalities. It
follows then, that there is likely to be a distinctly gendered dimension to the ways in which the
lives of women and men are differentially impacted by energy use in the Global North (Clancy
and Roehr 2003). A range of structural forms of gender inequality have important implications
for energy poverty in this context, including the ways in which women are disproportionately
excluded from a productive economy; afforded less social protection throughout their life
course; experience poor health outcomes; and fulfil a greater share of unpaid caring or
domestic roles (Robinson 2019; Sanchez et al. 2020; Pueyo and Maestre 2019).

The gender dimensions of energy injustice in the home are often obscured by the way in which
domestic energy vulnerabilities are understood, framed and analysed. Tirado Herrero (2017)
recognises that research concerning domestic energy use tends to focus on households as
the micro-unit of analysis, rather than individuals. However, by assuming that resources and
capabilities are equitably distributed amongst household members, we risk ignoring potential
energy-related inequalities within households (Clancy et al. 2007; Petrova and Simock 2019).
For example, a focus on the household makes it difficult to disentangle the influences on
women’s decision-making power about energy services and practices in the home (Clancy et
al. 2007; Pachauri and Rao 2013; Mechlenborg and Gram-Hanssen 2020). Insufficient
attention is also paid to the implications of a multiplicity of gender identities for domestic energy
inequalities (Cannon and Chu 2021).

Beyond domestic energy inequalities, gender inequalities also exist throughout the wider
energy system. Although there is evidence of women increasingly assuming leadership roles
in energy advocacy (Allen et al. 2019; Bell and Braun, 2010; Willow and Keefer 2016), women
are globally underrepresented in both the energy industry (Baruah, 2017; Pearl-Martinez and
Stephens 2016; Allison et al. 2019) and wider decision-making about future energy transitions
(Fraune 2015, 2016; Ryan 2014; Osunmuyiwa and Ahlborg 2019; Ding et al. 2019). Clancy
and Feenstra (2019) argue that the EU energy transition can only be considered to be just by
addressing the issue of gender inequality in energy policy-making. Yet across a diverse range
of geographic contexts, institutional commitment to gender in energy policy-making is
fragmented (Clancy and Mohlakoana 2020). For example, women are under-represented at
all levels of decision-making in the energy sector in the EU (Clancy and Feenstra 2019).

2.2. A gender and energy justice framework

Energy justice debates tend to be structured around a “triad” of three interrelated injustices:
distribution, recognition, and procedure (Walker and Day 2012; Jenkins et al. 2016). The latter
two concepts in particular - recognition and procedure - have their roots in critical feminist
theory (Fraser 2007; Young 1990). In their timely review of the application of energy justice
frameworks to understand the gender-energy nexus, Feenstra and Ozerol (2021)
acknowledge that gender has largely been absent from energy justice debates to date, with
notable exceptions (e.g. Moniruzzaman and Day 2020; Winther et al. 2020; Allen et al. 2019;
Govindan et al. 2021). Yet, the concepts of distribution, recognition and procedural justice can
be used to make visible the structural inequalities embedded in energy systems, and these
are integral to understanding gendered aspects of energy inequality (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework for understanding gender and energy justice

Distributional justice is central to many energy (in)justice claims. In simple terms
distributional justice relates to ‘who gets what'. There is a gendered dimension to how many
of the benefits (e.g. financial returns, access to energy services) and burdens (e.g. air
pollution) of energy systems are shared across society, especially the gendered imbalance of
access to domestic energy services (Clancy et al. 2017; Musango et al. 2020).

Recognition justice is concerned with injustices arising from social groups not being afforded
equal respect and political rights, either through lack of acknowledgement of difference or
overt stereotyping and stigmatisation (Fraser, 1995; Fraser, 2007; Anderson and Honneth,
2005). A lack of recognition can occur in relation to multiple axes of social difference, including
social, cultural, ethnic, racial and gender identities (Fraser, 2007). Gendered stereotypes and
norms are implicit in domestic energy inequalities, shaped by the perceived “role” of women
in the home, labour market and society more widely (e.g. Polansky and Laldjebaev, 2021; Kim
and Standal 2019). Importantly, recognition justice also acknowledges the differential
experience between household members of domestic energy use, consumption and decision-
making (Chant, 2006; Petrova and Simcock, 2019; Polansky and Laldjebaev, 2021).

Procedural justice, although closely related to recognition justice, focuses more specifically
on inequalities in power and authority in decision-making and political processes — including
those relating to gender - and how these work to produce and sustain distributional injustices
(Young, 1990). Procedural justice acknowledges, and provides mechanisms via which to
address, the lack of participation of marginalised women throughout the energy system,
ranging from household decision-making to leadership in the energy sector (Moniruzzaman
and Day 2020; Winther et al. 2020).

With this broader framing in mind, we now turn our attention to evidencing the gender
dimensions of energy justice at multiple scales in Europe. We consider (i) quantitative
evidence of these gender dimensions at a national scale and (ii) qualitative evidence from
households in Poland, Greece and Czechia.



3. Energy poverty and gender in Europe: National scale

Energy poverty as a gendered injustice in Europe is still a research lacuna. In the first
comprehensive review in the context of the EU, Clancy et al. (2017) emphasise the need for
improved understanding of gender inequality in relation to energy. The review stresses the
need for gender to be accounted for in the definition and measurement of energy poverty in
particular. Figure 1 considers the relationship between gender inequality (using the Gender
Equality Index) and energy poverty (based on the inability to keep the home adequately warm
and arrears in utility bills). The figure suggests that lower levels of gender equality in a national
context is likely synonymous with a higher incidence of energy poverty. For example, in
Greece, Bulgaria and Cyprus, gender equality is relatively low, and a high proportion of the
population experiences energy poverty according to both the inability to keep warm, and the
proportion of households that are in arrears on their utility bills. However, this relationship is
by no means linear, illustrating that there is likely to be considerable diversity depending on
the geographic context.

There is also growing evidence of gendered energy injustices in specific geographical contexts
across the region. Gender injustices have been strongly linked to energy poverty in Czechia.
According to the Czech Statistical Office, approximately 440,000 households (almost 10% of
all Czech households) pay more than 40% of their disposable income for housing and energy,
with 205,000 of them being households of female pensioners living alone (Kodouskova and
Lehotsky 2021). Gender prejudice has been identified as one of the disadvantages (along with
lack of finances, debt and racial prejudices) of single households that hinders their attempts
to move out of energy poverty and instead creates vicious cycles of energy injustices (ibid.
Kodouskova and Lehotsky 2021). In the city of Madrid (Spain), there is also stark evidence of
gender inequalities in relation to energy poverty (Sanchez et al. 2021). Of the 23% of
households identified as at risk of energy poverty in the city, over half have a single female
breadwinner, either as a lone pensioner or as the head of a single-parent family.

However gender disaggregated energy data is still largely absent at the European level,
creating significant hurdles to accurately measuring the gendered aspects of energy poverty
(Clancy et al., 2017). As a result, understanding the distribution of gendered energy poverty
between or within national contexts in Europe is difficult. Meanwhile, Bradshaw (2018) argues
that merely disaggregating energy-related data by gender is not sufficient; for example, when
gender disaggregated data has been used to inform energy efficiency initiatives, it often
reproduces stereotypes rather than challenging underlying inequalities. This can harm rather
than promote gender equality.

Whilst some quantitative indicators can provide initial insights into the spatialities of gendered
energy vulnerability, this is more complex concerning gendered aspects of energy vulnerability
related to infrastructure that tend to be measured at the scale of the household, or those
aspects of vulnerability that are relatively private or personal (Robinson 2019). With these
challenges in mind, we now turn our attention to detailed qualitative evidence of gender-energy
inequalities within households.



Figure 1: Relationship between gender inequality and inability to keep home warm/ arrears
on utility bills for European countries. Data: Based on EU-SILC (2015) via EPOV (2019) and
EIGE (2015)
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4. Energy poverty and gender in Europe: Qualitative evidence from Poland, Greece
and Czechia

In this section, we draw on qualitative interviews with 66 households from three cities Gdansk
(25 households) in Poland, Prague (16 households) in Czechia, and Thessaloniki (25
households) in Greece, that were undertaken as part of two larger research projects examining
everyday lived experiences of energy poverty (Petrova, 2018; Petrova and Simcock, 2019).
These locations were chosen for study as energy poverty is relatively widespread in eastern
and southern Europe, and the cities are also relatively similar in terms of Human Develop and
GDP whilst also exhibiting differences in culture, economy and climate. This combination
enables us to observe common themes occurring across the range of study contexts.

We found that individual experiences of energy poverty are often differentiated by gender.
One way this occurs is in the labour involved in the everyday negotiation of energy poverty. It
has been widely recognised that households living in energy poverty often alter their practices
in an attempt to minimize their energy consumption and ameliorate their situation; these
include, for example, changing heating and occupation patterns, and curtailing the use of
appliances (Anderson et al. 2012; Chard and Walker 2016; O’Sullivan 2019). Our qualitative
research found, however, that the responsibility for undertaking such practices is often
unequally shared along gender lines. Notably, among mixed-gender couples, rationing of
energy consumption that involved alterations to everyday routines and practices were typically
undertaken by the female partner. Often such measures were convoluted and required
repeated mental and physical effort. Examples include using brooms rather than vacuum
cleaners, hand-washing clothes, and being extremely vigilant about adjusting radiator
thermostats each day. Among households with a ‘time-of-use’ tariff for electricity, changing
temporal rhythms was another common practice normally undertaken by female household
members, and included conducting household chores mostly at weekends or overnight.

Contrastingly, reducing energy consumption via energy efficiency improvements, such as
purchasing more efficient appliances or insulating the building fabric, were more often
constructed as ‘masculine’ and undertaken by men. However, this was not always the case.
For some mixed-gender households, it was actually the female partner who took the lead on
energy efficiency improvements (especially those related to appliances). We also encountered
cases of single mothers undertaking DIY measures to improve building efficiency. In these
cases, living with energy poverty appeared to have reconfigured ‘traditional’ gender roles. This
has at least two implications for energy justice. On the one hand, it demonstrates the socially
constructed nature of gender roles and thus challenges misrecognition related to essentialist
stereotypes about ‘female’ and ‘male’ energy-related domestic duties. On the other hand,
amongst our data this reconfiguration involved women taking on extra, ‘male’ duties in addition
to being responsible for the ‘female’ practices of rationing energy use via thrifty behaviour.
Thus, it seems that women often primarily bear the labour and responsibility associated with
minimising energy consumption and the everyday navigation of energy poverty — an example
of a distributional injustice.

A second way that gender mediates experiences of energy poverty relates to emotional and
physical harms. Energy poverty can have detrimental impacts upon people’s physical and
mental health (O’Sullivan, 2019), and our research found that exposure to such harms can be
uneven between genders. One way this occurs relates to the amount of time spent at home.
In many countries, mothers still undertake a greater proportion of childcare duties, especially
for very young children, and this also means they often spend more time at home. Among
households suffering from energy poverty, this can mean they encounter more frequent and
prolonged exposure to insufficient energy services and the resulting harmful consequences.
For example, we interviewed one family living in central Prague living in a cold apartment
receiving little natural sunlight. The adult male household member admitted that this



disproportionately impacted upon his female partner, who was on maternity leave, as he went
to work during the day:

‘I think [the lack of light affects you] depends on your daily routine ... it is depressing
to be at home with a small baby and it’s dark during the whole day ... it affects your
psychological stability ... if you are at work and spend more time there it’s different,
you do not notice it that much’ (Quoted in Petrova and Simcock, 2019)

As noted above, in our studies women were typically responsible for trying to mitigate energy
poverty by rationing energy consumption. Not only was this mentally and physically draining,
but it could also reduce their ability to ‘successfully’ fulfil other gendered social expectations,
particularly those relating to caring for dependents. This perceived ‘failure’ could then induce
feelings of shame. For example, one interviewee told us they worried their elderly relative had
become ill due to them rationing their heating, while another felt guilty for telling their daughter
to not use electronics because of concerns about energy costs. Wang (2016) reports similar
findings in relation to ‘energy saving’ campaigns in Taiwan, with such policies causing feelings
of shame among women who face an impossible choice between performing ‘optimal’ energy
reduction behaviours or meeting patriarchal cultural expectations of being a ‘good mother’ or
wife — thus, for many households energy rationing acts to fortify existing gender dominance.
Wang (2016) suggests that such distributional inequalities are rooted in asymmetric, gendered
power relations (i.e. procedural injustice), which can only be solved by increasing women’s
decision-making power at multiple scales. Nonetheless, in our own research it would be
inaccurate to say that men were never emotionally impacted by energy poverty. We found that
energy poverty also interfered with the performance of socially constructed norms of
masculinity, especially those related to ‘providing’ for family members. Gender inequalities
were thus ones of the degree, type and frequently of emotional impact.

In summary, these findings challenge energy poverty discourses that frame households as
homogenous units. Rather, there can be substantial energy-related gender inequalities and
injustices within households.

4. Concluding thoughts

Energy justice, including the concepts of distributional, recognition and procedural justice, has
the potential to further our understanding of the relationship between gender and energy. The
framing is particularly powerful for recognising the role of structural inequalities embedded in
energy and social systems in perpetuating gender-related energy injustices. In this chapter
we have charted how a growing body of evidence is emerging of the relationship between
gender and energy in a variety of contexts globally. However, especially in literatures focused
on gender and energy in the context of the Global South there is a tendency to promote binary,
disempowering and victimising gender discourses (Listo 2018; Fathallah and Pyakurel 2020;
Pachauri and Rao 2013), instead of providing a critical analysis of how gendered and
racialised vulnerability to energy deprivation is induced through political processes (Phillips
and Petrova 2021). Furthermore, gender is still poorly developed in energy justice debates to
date (Feenstra and Ozerol 2021).

In this chapter we have argued that the triad of (in)justices can be a useful framework for
understanding the relationship between gender relations and energy, illustrating how these
concepts can be applied in in the European context. In terms of distributional injustices, there
are clear gendered inequalities in vulnerability to and the experience of energy poverty at
multiple scales. These are underpinned by injustices of recognition, such as stereotypes and
disempowering norms, and procedure, in terms of a lack of representation and power for
women at various levels of decision-making.



However, there are several of priorities for future research, policy and practice if we are to
succeed in making visible, and addressing, gendered aspects of energy injustice: (i)
intersectional energy injustices; (ii) temporal dimensions of gendered energy injustice; and (iii)
mixed methods approaches. Firstly, research is emerging of how gender intersects with other
axes of social difference to shape household energy use (e.g. Lépez-Gonzalez et al. 2020;
Kodouskova and Lehotsky 2021; Ngarva et al. 2022; Dogan et al. 2022; Porto Valente et al.
2022). For example, Lépez-Gonzalez et al. (2020) evidences the intersections between
gender and indigeneity in electrification projects in rural Venezuela. However, this
intersectional approach to energy justice research needs to be expanded (Sunnika-Blank and
Galvin 2021), to recognise the intersection of gender with race, ethnicity, disability, and class
and other forms of social difference (e.g. Ojong 2021). Insufficient attention is also paid to the
multiplicity of gender identities (Cannon and Chu 2021).

Temporal dimensions of gendered energy injustice have received limited attention to date.
Gendered energy injustices, like other forms of energy justice (Sovacool et al. 2019;
Martiskainen et al. 2020) are likely to fluctuate over time, and these temporal dimensions are
poorly understood. This might include change over the lifecourse (Buechler et al. 2020) or in
response to a change in personal circumstances.

Finally, to succeed in addressing these research gaps, mixed-methods approaches that
combine complementary quantitative and qualitative methods should be used to explore
gender and energy justice. The conceptual and methodological limitations of deriving gender-
sensitive indicators mean that quantitative indicators inevitably underestimate, or
misrepresent gendered energy vulnerabilities, especially those aspects of vulnerability that
are relatively private or personal (Robinson 2019). As illustrated in this chapter and elsewhere
(Sunnika-Blank et al. 2019), detailed qualitative understanding of the experience of household
members can offer a complementary, yet more nuanced, understanding of gender-energy
injustice.
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