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CHAPTER 1

Energy Poverty Revisited

Abstract  This chapter introduces the political and scientific context in 
which the book is situated. It defines the terms ‘energy poverty’ and ‘infra-
structural divide’ while discussing the purpose and structure of the book. 
The book’s central aim is the consolidation and development of debates 
on European and global energy poverty, by exploring the political and 
infrastructural drivers and implications of the condition across a variety of 
spatial scales.
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Introduction

Energy poverty occurs when a household is unable to secure a level and 
quality of domestic energy services—space cooling and heating, cooking, 
appliances, information technology—sufficient for its social and material 
needs. This somewhat contested and broad definition lies at the tip of a vast 
scientific and policy iceberg, involving complex socio-technical relations 
that extend across the planet. Energy poverty affects millions of people 
worldwide, even if the causes and consequences vary depending on con-
text. Historically, the existence of this condition in the Global North has 
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been attributed to contingencies such as low incomes, energy-inefficient 
homes and high energy prices, while in the Global South, the infrastruc-
tural lack of access to more technologically advanced energy carriers has 
been seen as the main culprit (Bouzarovski & Petrova, 2015). It is esti-
mated that more than one billion people across the world suffer from this 
condition; and it has received significant prominence thanks to high-profile 
international drives such as the ‘Sustainable Energy for All’ initiative, aimed 
at ‘reducing the carbon intensity of energy while making it available to 
everyone on the planet’ so as to contribute to a ‘cleaner, just and prosper-
ous world for all’ (Sustainable Energy for All, 2017).

The existence of energy poverty in the ‘developed’ countries of the 
Global North was traditionally interpreted within a relatively narrow the-
matic and geographic register: for a long time, public recognition of the 
problem was limited to the UK and the Republic of Ireland. The last 
decade has seen as expansion of scientific and policy debates to a much 
wider range of countries and regions, particularly in Europe but also in 
North America, Japan, South Korea, Australia and New Zealand (Hilbert 
& Werner, 2016; Kim, Lee, Ahn, Lim, & Kim, 2016; Liu, Judd, & 
Santamouris, 2017; Maxim, Mihai, Apostoaie, & Maxim, 2017; 
Oppenheim, 2016; Scarpellini, Sanz Hernández, Llera-Sastresa, Aranda, 
& López Rodríguez, 2017; Teller-Elsberg, Sovacool, Smith, & Laine, 
2016; Tirado & Jiménez Meneses, 2016; Williams, Wooliscroft, & 
Lawson, 2015). Of note is the recent establishment of a European Energy 
Poverty Observatory—a new initiative supported by the European Union 
(EU), aimed at providing a public hub for the gathering and dissemina-
tion of information on the extent and nature of domestic energy depriva-
tion in Europe. The Observatory collects and publishes Europe-wide 
energy poverty data, while serving as the focal point of an emergent net-
work of policymakers, research scientists, advocacy groups and community 
activists interested in the issue. It aims to improve the state of the art on 
energy poverty detection, measurement and reporting by creating a public 
forum for the exchange of knowledge on the issue (Energy Vulnerability 
and Urban Transitions, 2017a).

There is an expectation that the Observatory will become a decision-
support tool for the significant amount of new EU-wide energy policy and 
legislation that will be developed in the near future. This process is part of 
a wider regulatory drive, reflected in the recent inclusion of energy poverty 
as a distinct thematic area in the Energy Union and Clean Energy Package 
proposals and the presence of the term in various EU policy documents 
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since 2009. The public recognition of energy poverty has been supported, 
in part, by concerted advocacy efforts on the part of non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs), lobby groups and businesses. Recent examples 
include the formation of a coalition of unions, anti-poverty organizations 
and environmental NGOs ‘committed to join efforts to fight energy pov-
erty and defend the right to renewable energy for all’, in part through ‘the 
recognition of affordable energy as a basic human right in EU legislation’ 
(European Anti-Poverty Network, 2017). Also of significance is the 
European Energy Poverty Task Force, which combines the efforts of a 
multinational company, think tank and charitable foundation so as to 
‘improve people’s day-to-day lives, while offering concrete solutions to 
tackle climate change’ (Schneider Electric, 2017).

The rising prominence of energy poverty within European policy and 
science agendas is likely to catalyse a new tide of discussion and delibera-
tion. Ongoing processes of low-carbon transition have significant social 
justice implications, many of which intersect with key energy poverty con-
cerns. A number of open questions have yet to be resolved, however. It 
remains unclear how energy poverty relates to wider dynamics of eco-
nomic and political restructuring. Also, there is uncertainty over the man-
ner in which energy poverty both affects and is reflected in household 
consumption practices, as well as existing vulnerabilities and forms of 
deprivation. There is a need to understand how spatial patterns of energy 
poverty map onto existing inequalities within and among cities, regions 
and countries, in light of the known economic and infrastructural embed-
dedness of the condition. Last but not the least, the link between energy 
poverty and processes of systemic change in the energy sector is poorly 
theorized in the social science literature—especially when it comes to the 
manner in which processes of socio-technical change create spatially 
embedded forms of inequality.

Purpose of the Book

This book aims to both consolidate and advance debates on European and 
global energy poverty, by exploring the political and infrastructural drivers 
and implications of the condition across a variety of spatial scales. It stems 
from a five-year research programme centring on the European Research 
Council-funded Energy Vulnerability and Urban Transitions in Europe 
research project (Energy Vulnerability and Urban Transitions, 2017b), 
which aims to generate a conceptual shift in the mainstream theorization 
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of domestic energy deprivation—away from the conventional focus on 
poverty, access and energy efficiency, onto more complex and nuanced 
issues of resilience and precariousness. The book thus highlights the need 
for a geographical conceptualization of the different ways in which 
household-level energy deprivation both influences and is contingent 
upon disparities occurring at a wider range of spatial scales. There is a 
strong focus on the relationships among energy transformation, institu-
tional change and place-based factors in determining the nature and loca-
tion of energy-related poverty and vulnerability.

Within its overarching purpose, the book explores how patterns and 
structures of energy poverty have changed over time, as evidenced by 
some of the common measures used to describe the condition. In part, 
this means exploring the makeup of energy-poor demographics across 
various social and spatial cleavages. I thus touch upon the regional differ-
ences that characterize domestic energy deprivation. More broadly, the 
book argues that energy sector reconfigurations are both reflected in, and 
shaped by, various domains of social and political organization, especially 
in terms of creating poverty-relevant outcomes.

Underpinning all of these aims is a wider argument that the inequalities 
generated by processes of energy system restructuring have a strong geo-
graphical component, as they involve spatial and material formations in 
addition to income deprivation. I contend that the multidimensional 
nature of energy poverty makes it difficult to capture the phenomenon via 
a single indicator, thus suggesting that existing measures can only depict 
individual facets and experiences associated with the predicament. 
Following Bouzarovski et al. (2017), I argue in favour of unravelling the 
wider political and spatial implications of energy poverty in contexts where 
this condition encompasses a wide range of demographic and spatial strata. 
This starts from the premise that, despite the recognition that indoor envi-
ronments represent fluid and open spaces that are connected to broader 
social and ecological systems (Biehler & Simon, 2010), mainstream work 
on the dynamics of domestic energy deprivation has largely focused on a 
relatively narrow range of explanatory factors within the home—particu-
larly micro-economic affordability, as well as the thermal efficiency of the 
dwelling, heating system or appliances (Boardman, 2010). There is a need, 
therefore, for establishing how energy poverty is embedded in the broader 
system of infrastructural provision (Coutard, 2002; Marvin, 2012) and 
institutional change (Harrison & Popke, 2011) while simultaneously 
affecting both the consumption structure and state policies that character-
ize energy flows.
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The book moves towards a conceptualization of domestic energy depri-
vation as a systemic issue that cuts across wider material and policy con-
figurations involved in the provision of housing, the regulation of the 
energy sector and day-to-day political decisions. The chapters that follow, 
therefore, explore the embeddedness of energy poverty in socio-spatial 
path dependencies and reform approaches and its influence on the struc-
ture of energy demand as a result of household practices. I am also inter-
ested in the relationship between domestic energy deprivation, on the one 
hand, and the conduct of political debates and government decisions, on 
the other. More broadly, I hint at the infrastructural and political chal-
lenges that underpin the emergence of a common European energy policy. 
Here, my theoretical approach is predicated upon the emergent field of 
‘energy geographies’ (Calvert, 2015; Pasqualetti & Brown, 2014), which 
highlights the importance of contingencies such as place, territory, path 
dependency and uneven development in shaping resource flows and con-
sumption practices alike (Bridge, Bouzarovski, Bradshaw, & Eyre, 2013). 
Research in this burgeoning domain has provided multilayered accounts 
of global patterns of energy extraction and demand, as well as the spatial 
implications of socio-technical transitions towards a low-carbon and sus-
tainable future (ibid.). I also utilize ideas from ‘assemblage thinking’ 
(Anderson & McFarlane, 2011; DeLanda, 2006) to argue in favour of 
conceptualizing energy vulnerability in the EU as a heterogeneous mix of 
material, technical and institutional components with specific territorial 
ramifications.

Throughout the book, I highlight the importance of demand-side 
energy services in shaping both the experience and understanding of 
energy poverty. As part of this, I focus on the broader injustices through-
out the energy chain, so as to move beyond one-dimensional analyses 
solely dedicated to markets or ‘the state’ as relevant actors (Bouzarovski, 
Bradshaw, & Wochnik, 2015). The book thus pays central attention to the 
EU’s policy role in regulating energy as a complex multisectoral issue, thus 
sustaining the functions that it provides for final consumers (ibid.).

Structure of the Book

The remainder of the book consists of four chapters. In Chap. 2, I explore 
the multiple definitional issues surrounding energy poverty, vulnerability, 
transitions and justice, while laying out the conceptual framework that has 
informed my approach towards this book and the research leading up to  
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it. Chapter 3 of the book explores the wider political context in which 
energy poverty is being addressed, scrutinizing the evolution and func-
tioning of relevant policy landscapes at the EU level. In order to unpack 
the European ‘infrastructural divide’—understood as an amalgamation of 
social and technical relations that is expressed as a set of geographical dif-
ferences across a variety of scales—Chap. 4 explores how a combination of 
social, economic and spatial factors has created a landscape of energy vul-
nerability in Europe. The chapter also includes a review of energy poverty 
in various national, regional and urban contexts, focusing on a set of 
Central and East European countries where energy poverty is widespread. 
The wider implications of household coping practices and practices of fuel 
switching are also mentioned in this context. The concluding chapter 
returns to the aims of the book by emphasizing how the rise and persis-
tence of energy poverty are embedded in wider political and spatial rela-
tions, as well as the manner in which various policy decisions are helping 
dismantle inherited and existing socio-technical divisions in Europe and 
beyond.
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