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Abstract 

 

The Scottish Government’s recent review of its definition of fuel poverty has increased the focus on 

how best to deliver support to the most vulnerable fuel poor householders. Previously we have argued 

that this requires a greater emphasis on delivering face-to-face and in-home energy advocacy services 

however, we have also noted the need for further research to inform policy in this area. This paper 

presents findings from two related studies to elucidate our understanding of the energy advocacy 

needs of vulnerable householders. The first is a quantitative analysis of the types of support provided 

to vulnerable householders in Renfrewshire, which is contiguous with Greater Glasgow. The second is 

a qualitative study using semi-structured interviews with clients accessing energy advocacy services 

provided by South Seeds, a charity serving the Glasgow Southside community, conducted as part of a 

wider evaluation of the organisation. These serve to illustrate that often the support sought is for 

advice that must be delivered face-to-face and in-home, supporting previous studies that show the 

provision of advice by telephone and online is often insufficient for meeting the needs of vulnerable 

householders.   
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1. Introduction  

 

Fuel poverty in Scotland is currently defined by a Boardman-based metric that classifies a household 

as being in fuel poverty if more than 10% of household income, including benefits and before any 

deductions, is required to maintain a heating regime in line with the World Health Organisation’s 

guidance [1,2,3,4]. However, this definition is now under review, and the revised definition is 

expected to include vulnerability as a distinction between those who should genuinely be considered 

as fuel poor, and the small proportion who simply have high energy costs [5]. This distinction can also 

be applied to the condition of energy poverty [6].  

     

The Scottish Government’s efforts to tackle both energy efficiency and fuel poverty are currently 

administered largely through Scotland’s Energy Efficiency Programme (SEEP) [7], which delivers 

advice and support through a combination of national and locally-based schemes, in partnership with 

public, private and third sector organisations. The cornerstone of SEEP is the national Home Energy 

Scotland (HES) telephone helpline and website, supported by a limited number of Community 

Liaison Officers delivering face-to-face support at a multi-authority level, which is intended to deliver 

all these schemes and services under a unified brand [8]. However, whilst this policy approach may be 

sufficient for supporting energy-aware householders to become more energy efficient, the reliance on 

using centralised (remote) resources may be a barrier to access for the most vulnerable, and therefore 

insufficient for addressing the needs of the most in need. 

 

A further contention here, based on our previous work [9,10], is that the Scottish Government’s 

policies on fuel poverty have been too orientated around what it, and its partner organisations, have 

the capacity to deliver, rather than necessarily what is needed. Whilst we, and the Scottish 

Government, acknowledge the difficulties of placing an economic valuation on additional benefits 

[11], we argue that a greater understanding of the needs of vulnerable householders would itself be 

sufficient to merit a change of policy direction.  

 

In this paper we explore the needs of fuel poor and otherwise vulnerable householders by presenting 

two new studies, one of which was conducted as part of a wider evaluation [12]. The findings are 

further supported by evidence gathered for a research project on understanding the needs of 

householders with electric heating, conducted in parallel with the other research presented here [13]. 

Although this new evidence is largely limited to householders in urban and peri-urban areas there are 

clear parallels with evidence from rural and island areas [14], and from international studies [15,16]. 

 

The paper builds directly on our previous paper in this journal on reconceptualising fuel poverty as a 

highly complex and predominantly social condition, but one which is nevertheless modellable given a 

sufficiently holistic scoping of information [17,18]. This is consistent with the work of Berry et al. 

[19] on the development of a composite indicator for vulnerability to transport fuel poverty. As 

recognised by Dubois and Meyer [20], the different social conditions that underlie the extent to which 

fuel poverty is a national / general problem or one more common amongst specific social groups, even 

within the European Union, makes it difficult to develop a unified approach to tackling the problem 

across all countries. Exploring these is beyond the scope of this paper. 



 

The findings from the research are necessarily constrained by the need to address the Scottish context 

and may be generalised to any country where domestic heating is a significant contributor to 

household expenditure on energy. Furthermore, the findings for ‘what works’ when delivering support 

to fuel poor and otherwise vulnerable households may have some generalisability across countries 

with similar cultures and social norms.               

 

2. Background 

 

With the exception of England, which adopted a ‘low income – high costs’ (LIHC) definition in 2013 

[21], the UK defines a household as being fuel poor according to the ‘10% of income’ (Boardman-

based) definition, with minor variations between Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland [22]. We and 

other authors have previously argued in favour of the benefits of the Boardman definition, and against 

the adoption of a LIHC definition [23,24]; but we have also highlighted the limitations of the 

Boardman definition and proposed the basis for a reconceptualisation that includes a risk-based 

assessment of householder vulnerability [17,18]. 

 

In line with our previous work [17,18] we use the term ‘fuel poor and otherwise vulnerable’ to mean 

those householders who fall under the Scottish / Boardman definition of fuel poverty and / or those 

who exhibit one or more characteristics that would broadly identify them as being vulnerable to fuel 

poverty and its impacts. This is based on our understanding that fuel poverty can often be both a result 

of and an influence on other aspects of vulnerability, and cannot be effectively addressed in isolation 

from these factors [17,18]. It follows from this that, beyond the limitations of the two studies, we are 

deliberately not proscriptive of the definition of ‘vulnerable’. We also note that the development of a 

Scotland-specific definition of vulnerability was one of the recommendations of the recent academic 

panel review [5]. 

 

One important consequence of the definition being limited to a technical and income-based 

assessment is that the designing of mitigation programmes in the UK has traditionally focused on a 

‘fabric first’ approach. This has resulted in resources being prioritised towards low-cost technical 

solutions such as insulation, replacement glazing, draught-proofing, and boiler replacements [25]. 

These are attractive to policymakers as they have theoretical energy, emissions, and cost-saving 

benefits that can (in theory) be modelled, quantified and reported. Though the accuracy of these 

energy models has been widely questioned, particularly when applied to the Scottish housing stock 

and climate [26,27,28,29,30,31,32]. These limitations have long been understood by building 

scientists [33,34], but less so by policymakers [35]. 

 

A related problem is the prevalence of the use of archetypes to group both householders and dwellings 

according to basic, rigid criteria (e.g. dwelling type, household composition). Standard sets of 

interventions are then assigned to these archetypes based on what policymakers understand from the 

(modelled) figures will be necessary to meet the needs of householders in each grouping 

[13,17,18,36]. This approach is attractive to government because it leads to simple decision-making 

trees for determining eligibility for support that can be delivered centrally, and so reduce costs whilst 

being able to report engagement with large numbers of householders [37]. 

 

However, each one of these simplifications in decision-making and delivery distances vulnerable 

householders from accessing support [13]. We know, for example, that the more steps householders 

need to take from initial contact to the completion of an intervention the less likely they are to 

complete the ‘customer journey’ [38]. We also know that remote provision of support by telephone 

and online services poses barriers to access by vulnerable groups such as older people and those with 

physical or mental impairments [16,39]. 



 

A supplementary point that merits recognising here is that the term ‘customer journey’ is in common 

usage in Scottish policy however, we would prefer to see ‘client’ used as a more accurate reflection of 

the nature of the relationship between householders and delivery bodies. The reason for this is how 

this use of terminology frames the relationship between the householder and the service provider. A 

customer is defined as “someone who buys goods or services from a shop or business” [40] whereas a 

client is defined as “a person or organisation using the services of a lawyer or other professional 

person or company”, and also as “a person being dealt with by social or medical services” [41]. The 

latter definition more closely reflects the characteristics of fuel poor and otherwise vulnerable 

householders as regards their relationships with their service providers, who often act as their 

intermediaries. 

 

In light of this it is perhaps not surprising that the term ‘hard-to-reach’ has entered the policy lexicon 

[13,17,18], which in Scotland is defined by a number of ‘excluded groups’ who tend to be under-

represented in participatory activities, specifically: those on low incomes; members of black and 

ethnic minority groups; disabled people; young people; homeless people; members of faith 

communities; members of rural communities; and those in full time employment [42,43,44]. This has 

parallels with the equivalent technical term for buildings, ‘hard-to-treat’ [45]. Yet the intention of this 

latter report was not to demonstrate that properties classified as ‘hard-to-treat’ are particularly 

technically difficult or costly to remediate, indeed quite the opposite, but to point to a number of 

largely socio-economic factors, such as the high prevalence of multiple-occupancy and multiple-

tenure buildings, which pose specific non-technical barriers to delivering ‘whole house’ packages of 

solutions. That is to say, we argued that in reality ‘hard-to-treat’ properties represent market, policy 

and legislative failures, not technical barriers. ‘Hard-to-reach’, simply by its emergence in the policy 

lexicon, is a tacit admission of policy failures; Stearn (2016) draws the same conclusion when it 

comes to ‘vulnerable’ householders, “Consumer vulnerability cannot simply be seen as consumers’ 

failure to engage with the market when markets are failing to engage with consumers” [46].  

 

The definition of ‘vulnerable’ itself is open to interpretation. In Scottish policy we tend to associate it 

with a household(er) meeting one or more of the criteria used for targeting and apportioning support. 

However, these blunt criteria contrast with the broad definition set by the International Standards 

Organisation - "a group of individuals who share one or several characteristics that are the basis of 

discrimination or adverse social, economic, cultural, political or health circumstances, and that cause 

them to lack the means to achieve their rights or otherwise enjoy equal opportunities" [47]. 

 

The use of such broad-brush labels, be they positive or negative, is problematic for developing more 

nuanced insights into these groups due to phenomena known as ‘verbal overshadowing’ [48] and 

‘unconscious transference’ [49]. To date, much of the evidence of these effects comes from the fields 

of psychology and criminology, where it has been found to explain how witnesses to a crime may 

mis-identify the suspect or a judge and jury may reach the wrong conclusion, even where there is no 

direct evidence of bias (e.g. racial bias) on behalf of the participants.  

As regards developing policy and support packages for householders, verbally labelling individuals 

and grouping them into a limited number of simplistic archetypes (for example see [36]) both 

excludes other information and introduces potential subconscious contextual and cultural biases. For 

example, labelling a householder as ‘disabled’ says nothing about the type or severity of that 

disability (or disabilities), if and how this affects their household energy behaviours and capacity to 

modify them, the support they need (or don’t) to adopt lower energy behaviours, and therefore how 

responsive they are likely to be to different engagement routes. This use of such archetypes is 

particularly counter-productive for supporting vulnerable householders with complex circumstances 

and support needs [17,18,50].  



In this context, the focus on developing a better understanding of vulnerability as part of the Scottish 

Government’s academic panel review of the definition [5] is a positive policy development, if the 

recommendations are taken up. However, the benefits of this will not be fully realised if policies 

retain a reliance on simplified classifications of vulnerability currently used for apportioning support, 

which have been found to be insufficient for understanding and addressing the needs of the vulnerable 

and fuel poor [17,18,51].  

 

Given the evidence that the provision of advice by staff working remotely (by phone, online, etc) 

creates barriers to vulnerable householders accessing these services, we sought to use two 

opportunities to access data / information on households accessing energy advocacy services to 

explore what support is being sought, and why clients are choosing to access face-to-face and in-home 

support. What evidence do we have on the needs of the vulnerable fuel poor, and how and why are 

current policies failing them? 

 

 

3. Methods 

 

Quantitative and qualitative data can be used to describe complementary aspects of fuel poverty, and 

so the triangulation of this data enables us to build a more complete understanding of the impacts on 

householders. This mixed-method approach enables a more effective elucidation of the lives, 

challenges and barriers that the fuel poor face and documents how they may be excluded from 

services, and society, through circumstances or other drivers [51,52,53,54,55,56]. 

 

Definitions of vulnerability are adopted into policies as qualifying criteria for enhanced funding [57] 

and are therefore important in defining the nature of responses to mitigating fuel poverty from 

Government and their agencies. We have previously argued that the current vulnerability 

classifications are an over simplification of a complex scenario [17,18] which itself is an aspect of 

poverty (in general) being a complex condition [58]. Therefore, we have sought to both quantify the 

types of support being accessed by vulnerable householders, and to illustrate the benefits of enabling 

them to access face-to-face support. Further research is intended to develop a holistic economic 

valuation of this support but this is beyond the scope of this paper.   

 

3.1 The role of ‘trusted intermediaries’ 

 

The studies reported here emphasise the role of ‘trusted intermediaries’ in both delivering support to 

fuel poor and otherwise vulnerable householders, and elucidating more robust, and candid, evidence 

from them. For the Renfrewshire study this is limited to ensuring confidence in the validity of the data 

however, for the South Seeds study this was fundamental to the design and delivery of the evaluation. 

The approach here is firmly rooted in the rationale that accessing and understanding the knowledge 

held by such trusted intermediaries is essential as part of developing a more holistic conceptualisation 

of these householders and their needs [17,18].  

 

We use the term ‘emic’ to denote defining or relating to cultural phenomena as viewed from 

perspective of someone within that society, as opposed to an observer outwith the society (termed 

‘etic’) [17,18,59,60]. By virtue of being embedded in the community, and trusted by residents, the 

Renfrewshire Energy Advocates and the South Seeds staff are able to offer insights that ‘outsiders’ 

would have greater difficulty revealing. This means as researchers we are able to place particular 

value and trust in what they have reported. In contrast, inquiries from the outside, that is etic research, 

may elucidate an understanding of the drivers for developments and actions through questionnaires, 

interviews and observations however, these are subject to the interpretation of the researchers [61,62]. 



Emic research from the inside of groups is more able to develop a more empathetic understanding of 

the study groups’ drivers and how they think of themselves [63]. We recognise the tensions between 

and the value in both approaches [64]. Our research adopts an emic approach to enable a better 

understanding of the study group and provide the evidence to challenge established thinking.   

 

 

4. Materials 

 

This paper draws on evidence from two service providers, one local authority and one community-

based organisation, supporting fuel poor and otherwise vulnerable householders in the geographically 

contiguous areas of Glasgow and Renfrewshire. Whilst Glasgow is an entirely urban area that extends 

into Renfrewshire, the latter region also encompasses rural and island populations. The majority of the 

householders captured by the studies are council or housing association tenants, although it was not 

possible to determine a precise figure for this.  

 

The Renfrewshire Council service is offered universally to all residents without prejudice but focuses 

on the vulnerable and fuel poor through referral partnerships. All the contacts recorded in the database 

are face-to-face meetings or home visits, usually following an initial phone call to arrange a time. A 

very small number of enquiries are dealt with in that initial phone call (<5%) and all referrals from 

other services automatically trigger face-to-face or home visits. South Seeds services are accessible to 

all householders in the area of south Glasgow served by the organisation and the study was designed 

to include a broad range of clients typical of those helped by the organisation. The householders who 

would not typically be classified as vulnerable provide useful contextual evidence on why they sought 

out support from the organisation and the benefits they received. As for our previous studies [14,23] 

household records were compiled by trusted intermediaries [65,66], subject to the provisions and 

restrictions of the UK’s Data Protection Act 1998 [67] and Welfare Reform Act (as amended 2012) 

[68]. A sample of 2007 records gathered from householders in Renfrewshire who first accessed the 

service between August 2014 and December 2016 were interrogated to quantify the different forms of 

support being sought.  

 

This dataset includes: the name of the service supporting the householder; the name of the Advocate; 

the scheme (if any) that the client was referred from; the dates of the clients accessing the support, 

including dates of home visits and follow-ups; whether the client was successfully engaged by the 

Advocate, and if not the reasons for this; the household address (anonymised to full postcode); the 

number and age of household occupants; tenure; figures for electricity and gas costs, consumption 

before and after accessing support, and the resulting cost and CO2 savings; householder eligibility for 

different support options; details of actions taken – measures installed, debt written off, etc; and in 

some cases details of household finances (income, debt). Where records are sufficiently complete 

these were used to calculate additional figures for the percentage of income spent on fuel (i.e. the fuel 

poverty statistic) and financial savings expressed as a proportion of income. These analyses were 

undertaken by one of the authors as part of their employment at the council and in accordance with 

the access restrictions placed on the data by the council.  

    

As a self-selecting sample (by virtue of accessing the service) there is a strong and intended bias 

towards capturing householders classified as fuel poor under the current Scottish definition however, 

in light of the timing and primary aim of this work, we did not seek to exclusively capture ‘fuel poor’ 

or ‘vulnerable’ householders. A further caveat here is that both these terms are subjective, invariably 

defined by blunt thresholds, and defined differently within policy documents and academic literature, 

and so for the purposes of this paper it is reasonable to apply those terms as broadly as possible.  

 



Further limitations here are the geographical focus, which is intentionally limited to the south of the 

Greater Glasgow conurbation and its neighboring peri-urban and rural areas to enable comparability 

between the findings. This, however, does not restrict the generalisability of the findings to other parts 

of mainland Scotland, and to a lesser extent to other comparable countries with similar social 

conditions and measures of fuel poverty. A further restriction on comparability is that detailed 

datasets of personal information on householders are generally difficult for researchers to access, and 

in this case access to the raw data was restricted to the council’s secure network.  

 

These quantitative findings are compared and contrasted with the results of 11 interviews with clients 

at South Seeds [12] a community-based energy advocacy service based in Glasgow Southside, which 

is geographically contiguous with urban Renfrewshire. The interviews were conducted as part of an 

independent evaluation commissioned by South Seeds, with the interviews conducted by the authors 

at South Seeds’ office. The interviews were arranged by South Seeds’ staff, and this trust between the 

staff and their clients enabled us to gather information from individuals who would normally be 

unlikely to engage with academic research. As noted in the evaluation, the South Seeds office (which 

has a very visible shop front on a high street) is notable for being a welcoming environment for 

vulnerable clients.  

 

As for the Renfrewshire sample, the clients interviewed were selected for the purposes of 

understanding the benefits of face-to-face support, in this case by capturing clients accessing the 

whole range of services provided by South Seeds, and so was not to limited to fuel poor householders. 

Interviews were conducted using the semi-structured interview guide available in the final report, and 

all participants gave permission for the interviews to be recorded. This still poses a limitation, albeit a 

minor one, on the degree of disclosure of personal or sensitive information to the researchers, as 

opposed to training South Seeds staff to conduct the interviews themselves. As well as being 

significantly costlier and more time-consuming this would naturally have been a conflict of purpose 

with conducting the evaluation of the service. 

 

 

5. Results  

 

5.1 Analysis of the Renfrewshire energy advocacy data 

 

Table 1 shows the key statistics for household occupancy and tenure (where the records are 

complete). Table 2 and Figures 1 and 2 show the raw numbers for the different categories of support 

provided to clients by the Advocates through the three support schemes operated by the council, and 

the percentages of clients accessing each scheme receiving each type of support. Note that the 

percentages are not cumulative as any client may receive more than one, or no, type of support, and 

clients may be eligible for support from more than one scheme. The three schemes are ‘Families 

First,’ which engages with just coping families with children at primary school; C4R, which engages 

with housing association tenants; and Renfrewshire Wide, which is open to all other residents in the 

Renfrewshire area.   

 

The categories of support delivered are as follows. Energy advice covers general advice on 

understanding energy bills, measures that could be installed, simple behaviour changes, etc, and 

usually involves the completion of a Home Energy Check. The Warm Homes Discount is a UK-wide 

scheme to provide financial support for energy bills to older and vulnerable householders. The 

Priority Services Register is managed by the energy distribution network operators (DNOs) and 

energy supply companies to enable customers classified as elderly and vulnerable to be prioritised for 

support in the event of a disruption to their energy supply. Demonstration and installation of central 

heating and the two categories for changing meters are self-explanatory. Support for failing to pay 



fuel bills commonly involves negotiating with the supplier to write-off or agree a management plan 

for repaying debt, but may include other forms of financial support. Similarly, arranging for a gas 

supply to be uncapped may also require the Advocate to contact the supplier or Housing Association 

on the clients’ behalf. Price comparisons are conducted using the council’s preferred online 

comparison tool, and the client may then go on to arrange a switch themselves, whereas supplier 

switching means the Advocate has acted on behalf of the customer to arrange this. 

 

Note that in the cases of demonstrating heating and those where an Advocate has to act as the de-facto 

legal representative of the client when dealing with an energy supplier (e.g. arranging for debt to be 

managed or written off, uncapping supplies, changing meters) the support must be delivered face-to-

face, since the energy supplier may only agree for the Advocate to negotiate if the client is physically 

present with them.      

 

Table 1 – Household occupancy and tenure of clients accessing council services 

 

Household Occupancy Number of complete 

records 

N % of 

complete 

records 

Single occupant households 1316 669 50.84% 

Households with children 1316 476 36.17% 

Single parent households 1316 299 22.72% 

Households with one or more occupants 

over 60 years old 

1316 243 18.47% 

Household Tenure Number of complete 

records 

N % of 

complete 

records 

Owner-occupied properties 1645 129 7.84% 

Privately rented properties 1645 127 7.72% 

Council properties 1645 1089 66.20% 

Housing Association properties 1645 300 18.24% 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table 2 – Types of support provided by Renfrewshire Energy Advocates across three support 

schemes: Numbers and percentages of the total number of households referred accessing 

different types of support   

 

Support Scheme Families First Renfrewshire Wide  C4R Total 

Type of Support N % N % N % N 

Energy advice 329 68.40% 847 61.42% 145 98.64% 1321 

Application of the 

Warm Homes 

Discount 

176 36.59% 319 23.13% 40 27.21% 535 

Placement on the 

Priority Register 

116 24.12% 248 17.98% 38 25.85% 402 

Demonstration of 

Central Heating 

309 64.24% 714 51.78% 136 92.52% 1159 

Installation of 

new Central 

Heating 

9 1.87% 39 2.83% 1 0.68% 49 

Support for 

failing to pay 

energy bills 

25 5.20% 106 7.69% 13 8.84% 144 

Switching 

household to a 

credit meter 

10 2.08% 17 1.23% 2 1.36% 29 

Change of energy 

meter 

53 11.02% 69 5.00% 8 5.44% 130 

Gas uncapped 11 2.29% 49 3.55% 3 2.04% 63 

Price comparison 71 14.76% 83 6.02% 13 8.84% 167 

Supplier switch 80 16.63% 59 4.28% 9 6.12% 148 

Total number of 

actions 

860 N/A 2550 N/A 408 N/A 4147 

Total number of 

clients 

481 N/A 1379 N/A 147 N/A 2007 

 

 

 



 
 

 

Figure 1 - Type of Support provided by Renfrewshire Energy Advocates, by scheme, raw 

numbers 

Abbreviations: WHD – Warm Home Discount; CH – Central Heating 

 

 

 
 

Figure 2 – Type of Support provided by Renfrewshire Energy Advocates, by scheme, by 

percentage 

Abbreviations: WHD – Warm Home Discount; CH – Central Heating 

 

 

The figures for household occupancy (where known) show the percentage of single person households 

accessing support is notably above the figure of one third of single person households recorded by the 

last Scottish Census, the most robust dataset available for national figures [69]. The percentage of 



single parent households is above the national average of 11%, and the percentage of households with 

children is almost half the national average of 60%. The figure for households with at least one person 

over 60 is not comparable as the Census defines an ‘elderly’ person as being 65 years old or over. The 

figures for tenure naturally reflect the nature of the dataset (the overall proportion of owner-occupied 

households in Scotland is ~60%). Due to regular maintenance regimes and the requirement to meet 

the Scottish Energy Efficiency Standard for Social Housing (EESSH) [70], the energy efficiency of 

housing owned by local authorities and housing associations is generally higher than for owner-

occupied and privately-rented stock [71]. 

 

The first notable finding from the breakdown of types of support provided is the number of clients 

requiring a demonstration of how to use their central heating. This service, which requires a home 

visit, was delivered to over half of the clients in the dataset and accounts for 28% of the total number 

of actions. Council services are provided face-to-face and in-home wherever possible, so it is more 

difficult to ascertain a specific figure for the number of households for which the actions necessitate 

face-to-face contact as the dataset doesn’t specifically note those cases where the advocate has had to 

act as a legal representative for the client (i.e. where the advisor must be physically present). 

However, by adding the figures for uncapping gas supplies (which usually requires this) and support 

for failing to pay (where the advocate is invariably required to mediate between the client and their 

energy supplier) we can reasonably conclude that a minimum of 68% of ‘client journeys’ and 33% of 

individual actions required some form of face-to-face contact.  

 

However, these raw figures alone fail to capture the whole picture and the added value of providing 

face-to-face and in-home advice. For example, the general category of ‘energy advice’ includes a 

number of activities (e.g. conducting home energy checks) that are generally (but not always) 

conducted in-home. Furthermore, face-to-face contact is more effective for countering the problem of 

‘presentation’, where the root cause(s) of a client’s problem may not be the issue(s) they are initially 

seeking support for [16], and in-home visits may uncover support needs (e.g. for technical problems, 

behaviour changes, understanding energy bills, mental health issues, etc) that would not be apparent 

to an advisor working remotely.  

 

The nature of face-to-face services are that they meet the immediate and on-going needs of the clients 

whilst maximising the use of every contact with a client. As such, and within the scope of the 

available resources, face-to-face service staff are able offer a wide range of services, which may be 

not directly related to the reasons for the initial call out. For example, taking a client to a hospital or 

doctor’s, or issuing a foodbank voucher. The next section explores this issue further. 

 

 

5.2 Results from the South Seeds interviews 

 

For this study, interviews were conducted with eleven clients, as well as South Seeds’ Senior Energy 

Officer and a community support worker from a local housing association that refers clients to the 

organisation. The latter two interviews and extended versions of these interviews can be found in the 

evaluation report [12].   

 

Interview 1 

 

The client was male, new to the area, with chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD) and asthma 

that had been aggravated by living in a draughty flat. He reported that, as a result of practical help and 

advice, he had seen a noticeable reduction in his energy bills and felt more confident about managing 

them, and had modified his behaviour as a result of the support by not over-filling his kettle and 

cooking more efficiently (and more healthily) by using a steamer. 



 

This is an example of a client who, whilst having a health condition, was otherwise educated and able-

bodied, and would not generally be considered as being vulnerable or ‘hard to reach’. Nevertheless, 

he reported that he didn’t like getting advice by phone or online for a number of reasons - getting 

phone calls at dinner time, and online advice being too generic and not providing answers to specific 

questions.  

 

Interview 2 

 

The client was a young woman with educational and mental health support needs who had been 

struggling with her energy bills. Part of this problem had been caused by her meter being set up 

incorrectly, which was resolved by the installation of a new meter following South Seeds’ staff 

speaking to the supplier on her behalf. Staff also conducted a home energy audit; provided her with 

low energy light bulbs (having spotted old bulbs in her flat); helped her with her boiler settings, 

applying for the Warm Home Discount, understand her energy bills and switch to a cheaper tariff; and 

advised her on how a thermal curtain could be installed. She had been referred to South Seeds by her 

Welfare Rights Advisor [at the housing association] and was very keen to recommend the 

organisation to others. 

 

She reported that wouldn’t have been able to solve the issue with her boiler over the phone because it 

would have been very difficult to communicate the problem and understand what she needed to do to 

resolve it. She had also been to the supplier’s office (which is in the local area) and had received some 

help from someone she knew from the local community, indicating that she had actively sought out 

face-to-face advice. Furthermore, as a result of receiving support she had been encouraged to get 

involved with South Seeds’ allotment project. As is so often the case, this was an individual who, on 

paper, had complex support needs who benefitted significantly by having a known person to ask for 

help. 

 

Interview 3 

 

The client was a single mother of a school-age daughter who had been referred to South Seeds by the 

housing association due to an incorrectly-set meter. She had had difficulties with getting her supplier 

to resolve this, resulting in escalating energy costs, significant stress, a deterioration in her mental 

health, loss of benefits, and at one point being disconnected for a few days, meaning her daughter had 

to seek help in order to be able to do her homework. Staff resolved the issues with the meter and 

supplier, including getting compensation, showed her how to use trip switches, and helped her get the 

Warm Home Discount applied to her energy bills – including accompanying her to a pay point to 

explain how it worked. 

 

This client was an example of someone whose degree of vulnerability changed significantly and 

rapidly due to factors out of her control. As a time-poor mum she didn’t want to have to spend time 

visiting the library to access information online, and had benefitted significantly simply from the 

empathy of face-to-face advisors, who were able to quickly understand the causes of her problems and 

start addressing them from day one. 

 

Interview 4 

 

The client was an older man with high energy bills due to having old, inefficient storage heaters. Staff 

conducted a home energy assessment to help him understand his bills and helped him arrange for the 

storage heaters to be replaced with a gas central heating system (including securing a grant from the 



energy supplier), arrange for the Warm Home Discount to be applied to his bills, and installed low 

energy lightbulbs. 

 

In theory, this was a client whose needs could have been met through the national HES helpline 

however, he commented that he had only thought to seek help because of passing South Seeds’ office, 

and that the staff had been in and out of his house a lot. Thus demonstrating the value, and trust, many 

householders’ place in face-to-face and in-home support.  

 

Interview 5 

 

This client was a young, able-bodied man in a skilled profession with a high (and technical) level of 

energy awareness. He had recently moved into a nearby flat and, having spotted the office, asked 

South Seeds to conduct an energy audit on it. He was given advice on options for standard energy 

efficiency upgrades, as well as draught-proofing options for a storm door, and had been loaned a 

smart meter which he reported he was making lots of use of and adjusting his energy behaviours.  

 

However, the main problem identified by the audit was the single glazed sash and case windows, 

which he was remedying by installing secondary glazing, with support from South Seeds. Although 

he had contacted South Seeds first, he had also had contact with Home Energy Scotland as part of 

getting the windows replaced and reported a very unsatisfactory experience with them. He was also 

aware that having the property assessed for an Energy Performance Certificate (required for accessing 

funding) would recommend installing double glazing, which for technical / conservation reasons 

would not be appropriate for his property. The client had also engaged with South Seeds’ other 

services, including the allotments project, and commented that he valued the community-based ethos 

of the organisation.  

 

Although neither fuel poor nor vulnerable, this was an important example of both the individual 

nature of energy efficiency needs and of the benefits to community-building of locally-based, flexible 

support services.  

 

Interview 6 

 

The client was a middle-aged professional woman who had recently moved into the community and 

was a regular visitor to the office and actively involved with South Seeds’ wider community activities 

(the allotments project and keep fit classes).  

 

Staff had provided her with a wide range of support, including conducting an energy audit, providing 

her with a smart meter and advice on low energy behaviours and draught-proofing options, installing 

LED lightbulbs, and loaning her a thermal camera. She was also in the process of converting her flat 

to gas central heating, which she had initially found a daunting prospect, but she had been encouraged 

by examples of other people in the area who had gone through the process. She commented that the 

way this gave her confidence was a subtle thing, but it was important that she didn’t feel talked down 

to or patronised. 

 

She reported that she hadn’t sought help from Home Energy Scotland or other organisations because 

she thought wouldn’t see the same person each time, and would have had to fit within their 

parameters for receiving help; and also that she wouldn’t seek help online because this provides one-

sided advice that isn’t tailored to individual needs, and again the need to meet certain criteria to 

receive support. However, she did report engaging with South Seeds on Facebook, because of their 

more personal and community-based approach to working. 

 



This client was someone who would not be classed as vulnerable in any way, but by virtue of being 

new to the community had experienced feeling isolated and helped herself to make friends and find 

ways to help others, which is a key aim under the Scottish Government’s community empowerment 

and social isolation agendas [72,73].  

 

Interview 7 

 

The client was an unemployed woman who had lived locally for around 10 years in a housing 

association flat, and would be classified as vulnerable. A friend had recommended South Seeds to her 

for help with managing her energy bills because her energy supplier had recently increased her direct 

debit amount, but she was already familiar with the organisation because of the shop front.  

 

South Seeds’ staff had acted as advocates in her negotiations with her energy supplier, helped her 

apply for the Warm Home Discount, conducted an energy audit to help her understand her energy use, 

and provided advice on making standard energy efficiency improvements. Although she was unable 

to say how much this had saved her on her bills, she did report feeling more confident in managing 

her energy bills (we did not ask her directly if she was self-rationing, but this suspected by the staff 

and would explain this response). 

 

The client was keen to stress the value of face-to-face support over telephone and online services, the 

reasons for this being the complexity of energy issues, which can be difficult to navigate and can have 

financial implications. South Seeds was able to understand in detail the situation and provide bespoke 

advice to try and resolve the problem by advocating on her behalf. She commented that she wished 

South Seeds could provide the full range of support services (e.g. the benefit checks needed for 

accessing financial support) as she felt other services aren’t as client-oriented, well-developed, or 

located in the community. 

 

Interview 8 

 

This client was a young, single man, who had been living alone for only a short period of time. He 

was in debt with his energy bills, due to a failure to pay them. A friend had recommended South 

Seeds, and the shop front location had been a factor in him going to them for support.  

 

Staff were able to advocate with the energy supplier on the client’s behalf, so that his energy bills 

came down and his debts were starting to be repaid. They also conducted a home energy audit, 

resulting in him receiving a new boiler and LED lightbulbs, helped him provide meter readings to his 

supplier, and advised him on simple energy saving measures and behaviours. This was saving him 

around £15 per month on his energy bills, and he reported feeling more aware of his energy use at 

home and more confident in taking action himself.  

 

The client was strongly of the view that face-to-face advice is central to getting help with energy-

related issues, which can be too complex to explain over the phone. For this client, it also allowed for 

trust and rapport to be built up which was key to him asking for help. 

 

Interview 9 

 

This client was a housing association tenant, with English as a second language, in considerable debt 

to his energy supplier. The housing association recommended South Seeds to him as a charity that 

could potentially help in getting his payments reduced and his debt paid off. He was extremely 

satisfied with South Seeds because they worked hard and fast to get his problems resolved. He 

reported lower energy bills and feeling confident in managing his energy costs and knowing his 



responsibilities. More importantly, this was a client who did report energy rationing, and who was 

now able to use his heating system more and improve his level of thermal comfort.  

 

The value of face-to-face advice for this client was evident, particularly as language was a barrier to 

receiving advice on complex issues by phone. In addition, it was evident that being locally-based 

meant that this ‘hard to reach’ client was able to build up a trusting relationship with the staff.  

 

Interview 10 

 

The client was an owner-occupier with an asthmatic child, living in a basement flat, which she 

described as quite cold and draughty. The block is mixed-tenure with owner-occupier, private-rented 

sector and housing association residents, so classified as ‘hard to treat’. She had approached South 

Seeds for help because of both her energy costs and the impact her living conditions were having on 

her child’s health. She was aware of South Seeds as she worked for another community-based 

organisation in the area.  

 

Staff had conducted a home energy audit and helped her install secondary glazing, and she was 

receiving on-going help with a metering issue. Although the latter problem had yet to be resolved she 

reported feeling more confident to be proactive in addressing energy-related issues in her property by 

taking simple steps to reduce her energy bills. 

 

This was an example of a client who, whilst not having the capacity to absorb more complex technical 

information without some help, was highly motivated to save energy – both to improve her living 

conditions and help the environment. This meant she placed a particularly high value on the tailored 

and in-home nature of the support provided, which she reported as helping take her “to the next level” 

in what she was able to do with her home. She felt that the energy advice from other organisations, 

such as the Energy Saving Trust, tends to be “much flatter advice; it might be online or a very 

general leaflet, rather than the much more community-based individual help” [that South Seeds 

provide]. 

 

Interview 11 

 

This client was a young, energy aware, owner-occupier, living in a top-floor tenement flat close to the 

office, who had found out about the organisation following their move to the shop front location. 

Although already taking steps to reduce her energy bills, she had benefitted from an energy audit and 

other checks around the home, including having a home energy monitor in her home to help identify 

anything more that could be done. 

 

She reported being happy that she had scored very well on the audit, and that it had identified other 

options for reducing her energy bills, such as replacing a number of inefficient appliances. She had 

also made use of South Seeds’ guide to installing a bicycle storage rack in her flat (bicycle storage in 

tenement flats is a well-known barrier to encouraging cycling in Scotland and many of the other 

clients commented on this). 

 

Although this was a client who was neither vulnerable nor suffering from high energy costs the 

support provided had still empowered her, and she reported feeling more confident about making 

decisions about energy use at her workplace as well as at home. Again, she put this down to being 

able to drop by the office for personalised, face-to-face advice.   

 

Summary 

 



In almost all of these cases the needs of the clients necessitated face-to-face / in-home contact, and all 

clients expressed a strong preference for this. There are three cases (Interviewees 4, 5 and 6) where 

the support for energy issues being sought could have been managed remotely, although in the case of 

Interviewee 5 this support had been accessed and had not been adequate for meeting the client’s 

needs. However, even in these cases the additional benefits of face-to-face support for enabling clients 

to become more empowered, and in many cases to become integrated with their community, are 

clearly apparent. These benefits are realised through the personal rapport and trust that the advocates 

are able to develop with the clients, and this key theme runs through all the interviews. 

 

6. Discussion 

 

Throughout this paper we have deliberatively sought not to be proscriptive with the use of the term 

‘vulnerable’ in relation to service users for the same reason Stearn (2016) [46] notes that this 

categorisation of energy consumers would be better reframed as the failure of measures to enable 

them to engage with the energy market (see Interviews 1,2,3,7,8 and 9). Ergo, the use of the term by 

policy makers and delivery bodies also frames the problem as one of clients having difficulties in 

engaging with support services, rather than the engagement methods used by those services being 

insufficient to engage effectively with them. By being proscriptive we would further open ourselves to 

the effects of verbal overshadowing and unconscious transference. 

 

By considering the problem from the perspective of what types and forms of support are being 

accessed by ‘vulnerable’ householders we have shown that we can conclude, with confidence, that a 

large proportion of these ‘client journeys’ necessitate at least some element of face-to-face or in-home 

support however, the dataset would need a higher level of detail and completeness of records to put a 

precise figure on these numbers (for any definition of ‘vulnerable’). One reason for this lack of 

granularity is the sheer administrative scale of the task of compiling this information for thousands of 

households served by three complementary schemes. Often, as was the case with the South Seeds 

interviews, this information is spread across digital and hard copy records, as well as the tacit 

knowledge [74] of the clients held by the advocates supporting them however, this latter form of 

knowledge is itself a benefit achieved from face-to-face support from staff known to the clients. A 

fundamental problem that underpins this, as recognised in our evaluation, is that community-based 

organisations exist in a state of constantly needing to secure new funding and so lack the resilience 

and capacity of the public sector to invest in developing integrated data management systems. 

 

A further problem, which illustrates the possible futility of attributing many interventions to directly 

measurable outcomes, is how to reasonably categorise different forms of ‘energy advice’. For 

example, Home Energy Checks may identify the need for technical measures which, when installed, 

deliver benefits that are commonly assumed to be modellable with some degree of accuracy, but they 

also commonly identify options for behavioural changes. We have cited evidence as to why this is a 

poor evidence base on which to base policy decisions, and noted that this belief in the validity of 

modelling has itself driven the ‘fabric first’ policy approach to tackling fuel poverty. However, even if 

the far more complex problem of accurately modelling the impacts of minor behavioural changes 

could be overcome by intensive ‘house in a lab’ studies, this is not the same problem as attributing the 

benefits of such behaviour changes to reductions in individual household energy costs in the field due 

to factors such as the Hawthorne Effect [75] and the innate complexity of individual household energy 

behaviours.  

 

The latter problem is further exacerbated amongst vulnerable householders with what local authorities 

commonly term as ‘chaotic’ lifestyles. Such households pose particular difficulties, including ethical 

issues, for engaging with research projects (e.g. Interviews 2 and 9). The South Seeds study shows 

that by working with trusted intermediaries it is possible to engage such householders with 



conventional interview-based research however, to date there remains a dearth of such studies, and the 

results presented here should not be considered as capturing anywhere near the whole picture of 

energy behaviours amongst these households. Further examples are given in our previous paper [17].  

 

This means it is inherently difficult to treat householders as we do their homes and develop a ‘folk 

first’ strategy for tackling fuel poverty. In part, this is simply because we lack sufficient evidence to 

do so (we would argue that this also applies to buildings), but without a fundamental change in 

political thinking that recognises the limitations of using conventional social science-based 

approaches for addressing complex policy problems [76] such a strategy would likely be still be built 

on archetypes and broad-brush assumptions. Nevertheless, our on-going research is showing how, 

through applying methods from complexity science and using existing data, it is possible to rethink 

policy approaches to enable the delivery of ‘folk first’ solutions [18].  

 

Another option would be to consider the problem purely in terms of economic costs and benefits, 

apportion public funding according to demand, and be far less proscriptive about what it may be used 

for. Using the Renfrewshire data and that held by other local authorities and delivery bodies we could 

begin to place a value on the cost of supporting fuel poor and otherwise vulnerable householders. At a 

basic level this would be the staff and resource costs of the support services, adjusted for an estimate 

of the number of households they were unable to support with the resources available to them. 

However, such a blunt measure of costs and benefits to energy savings (where they can be attributed) 

would not capture their wider costs and benefits to individuals, support organisations, the 

environment, the economy, and society [10,11], as illustrated by the South Seeds study. Furthermore, 

such a limited cost-based valuation risks disadvantaging efforts to encourage greater investment in 

tackling fuel poverty, as one of many issues that place competing demands on public funding and 

resources.  

 

However, we can still point to what is needed by householders, and what works for engaging the ‘hard 

to reach’, and essentially say ‘we need more of that’. In a recent study of home energy advice visits 

Reeves [77] identifies a number of qualities of successful delivery approaches:  

 

• A long-term service with strong local recognition 

• Delivery by or in close partnership with a local authority 

• Using a multi-partner referral network to connect vulnerable households with support  

• Using targeted mail-outs to vulnerable demographic groups  

 

The study also found that housing a local fuel poverty support service within a local authority offers 

many benefits in terms of access to data on local households and linkages with partner organisations. 

Similarly, the model of a local authority commissioning this service from a specialist voluntary sector 

organisation appears effective, and could bring the benefits of dedicated expertise and a strong 

independent brand. 

 

More specifically, Boardman and Darby [39] conclude that the delivery of effective advice to the 

disadvantaged has some or all of the following characteristics: 

 

• Seeking out potential clients and offering a Freephone service 

• Offering home visits where needed 

• Having information on grants from all sources and assisting customers in applying for them 

• Having well-trained and experienced staff 

• Using bills as a source of information and feedback 



• Viewing advice as an interactive process between householder and adviser, in which dialogue 

is necessary and productive 

• Networking with trusted agencies who are responsible for visiting people in their homes and 

giving assistance, and training such frontline workers 

• Providing follow-up visits or phone calls as needed 

• Taking into account the fact that many customers have difficulty with seeing, hearing, 

mobility, literacy and numeracy 

 

Further evidence comes from a 2005 study that found that minimising the number of contacts needed 

between clients and service providers, and minimising the number of service providers involved in 

delivering an intervention, is critical to minimising the drop-out rates from support schemes, 

particularly amongst the most vulnerable [78]. All the evidence here is consistent with our own work 

and the supporting studies referenced in this paper and, to a greater or lesser extent, reflects the actual 

working practices of public and community-based organisations, yet the benefits and co-benefits of 

these remain poorly recognised and accounted for by policy makers in Scotland.  

 

A corollary to this is the evidence for the benefits of ‘opportunistic’ approaches that capture 

householders at points in their lives where receiving support offers particular benefits [79,80]. Such 

trigger points include technical triggers such as changes of ownership, occupancy, or extending 

properties, as used effectively as part of the Residential Energy Conservation Ordinances (RECOs) 

used in parts of the USA [27,81] and also, more importantly, changes of personal circumstances that 

leave them particularly vulnerable to fuel poverty and its impacts. In the case of the latter, a further 

issue is the need to capture householders for whom this may only be temporary but whose well-being 

is at risk of falling into negative feedback loops if their problems cannot be addressed at their time of 

need [12]. Here again, personal contact at the right time may make the difference between whether or 

not a householder is captured by one or more of those negative feedback loops. 

 

Finally, in order to close the evidence-policy loop, further research is needed to fully map and 

quantify the costs and benefits of such holistic ‘folk first’ approaches to tackling fuel poverty [18], 

which will necessarily require more public investment, and compare these with those of conventional 

techno-economic ‘fabric first’ approaches. Furthermore, there is also a need for policy makers to 

better understand the uncertainties inherent in the building models used as policy drivers. In Scotland, 

this need has now become particularly prescience in light of proposals under the draft Fuel Poverty 

(Target, Definition and Strategy) (Scotland) Bill [82], which will use energy performance ratings to 

mandate energy efficiency improvements to properties falling below a minimum standard. However, 

research by ourselves and many others illustrates both the technical uncertainties and socio-economic 

risks inherent in these proposals (as they stand) and proposes alternatives that would better serve the 

objectives of this policy agenda [83]. 

 

7. Conclusion 

 

This paper illustrates both the need for, and benefits of, greater government investment in the 

provision of face-to-face and in-home advocacy and support services. The results from Renfrewshire 

show that, amongst vulnerable householders, there is a simple quantifiable argument for greater 

investment, while the findings from the South Seeds evaluation illustrate why decision makers should 

not be relying on these figures alone, and the need to consider the wider co-benefits [11] to both 

individual householders and the communities they live in.     

 

Whilst it would be a hugely complex and potentially fruitless task to apportion person hours and costs 

to all the activities covered by this evidence and then apportion them to different modes of delivery 



(phone, online, face-to-face, in-home, etc) it is still clear that many either necessitate or are improved 

where they are delivered in person rather than remotely. Therefore, whilst the inherent, potentially 

irreducible, complexity of the issue makes attributing costs and benefits at least equally complex, it 

should still be reasonable for policymakers to consider the evidence of the need for, benefits, and co-

benefits of providing face to face support to fuel poor and otherwise vulnerable householders, and 

conclude that ‘we need more of that’.   
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