
ESRI Energy Poverty Conference – 6 November 2024



REFRAMING ENERGY POVERTY:
An Exploration of Social Dimensions and 
the Shaping of Policy

Karla Santos Zambrano | Doctoral Researcher
Depar tment of Sociology and Cr iminology, School of Society, Pol i t ics and Ethics , UCC 
MaREI , the SFI Research Centre for Energy, Cl imate and Mar ine – ERBE Centre for Doctoral  Tra in ing



Energy 
Poverty

ESRI Energy Poverty Conference – 6 November 2024



Reframing Energy Poverty

Energy 
Poverty

shift

Fuel poverty occurs when
households have insufficient
funds to pay for the most basic
levels of energy needed to
provide them with heating,
lighting, cooking, and
appliance use.3

Understandings of the ‘energy poverty’ concept: from public health, to affordability, to well-being.
…is the impossibility (or the difficulty) for a household to gain access to the energy it needs to ensure dignified living conditions at an affordable price from the point of view of its income.9

*fuel poverty and energy poverty are sometimes used interchangeably.
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The concept of energy citizenship encapsulates
an awareness of responsibility for climate change,
as well as issues around equity and justice – it
comprises energy consciousness and literacy
alongside conducting sustainable energy practices.

Energy justice acknowledges a household’s
ability to access required services, promoting an
equal distribution of services.

And energy democracy originated as a concern
for the control of energy production and
consumption – contemplates participation in and
modification of policy.

Of Energy Transitions

Energy 
Poverty

This is also about energy transitions, climate change, resilience, adaptability. With each transition a shift
in society is created, therefore social and energy transitions go hand in hand.

Definitions are important…
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Of a Just Energy Transition?

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2015/03/why-energy-poverty-is-the-real-energy-crisis/

Poverty

Matthew Desmond – Poverty isn’t simply the condition of not having enough money. It’s the condition of
not having enough choice and being taken advantage of because of that.7
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Through the ‘System’ Lens

The root cause of poverty lies not within individual failings,
but within the structural failings of society.

Musical Chairs: “The critical mistake that’s been made in the past is that we’ve equated the question of 
who loses at the game with the question of why the game inevitably produces losers.

They’re, in fact, distinct and separate questions.”13
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Exploration of Social Dimensions

Applying a ‘praxeomorphic’ approach could prove useful as a method to understand the problem and those it affects with 
an aim to arrive at the essence of the lived experience of energy poverty.

pertaining to shape or structure of an organism 
form, structure and patterns of interactions
patterns of forms and arrangements

morphic: shape, form → structure

Praxeomorphic Approach

praxis: practice, habit, custom → action
application of knowledge or skills; using theory in a practical way
ethical, self-aware, responsive and accountable action
reflection and action directed at the structures to be transformed8

Research focus: Societal engagement methods targeting households experiencing energy poverty
to improve their resilience and increase their thermal comfort, health, and overall well-being.

Praxeomorphic way, […] “the know-
how of the day, by what people can
do and how they usually go about
doing it”2– understood as the way in
which people understand the world
around them.

Zygmunt Bauman
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Translation of Elements

or ‘the know-how of the day’, 
includes tools, methods, 

infrastructure, etc.

TECHNOLOGIES CAPABILITIES6 PRACTICES

IN THE ENERGY TRANSITION:

or ‘what people can do’, 
includes resources, 

accessibility, supports, etc.

or ‘how people go about 
doing it’, includes behaviour, 

culture, traditions, etc.

Not only about what a person does, but trying to understand the reasons behind it.1
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Intentions | Aims: Develop and refine methods for societal engagement with a view to improve resilience. Address the
concept of energy poverty from a social perspective. Reframe the language of the human factor in the energy system.



The Shaping of Policy
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We cannot simply ask people to keep adapting to untenable circumstances.
Sometimes it is the circumstances themselves that need to change.

Gaining deeper understandings of the challenges faced may enable identification of more specific
problems.
• Perspectives shifting from associated negative attributes to the positive qualities of human behaviour

(inc. resilience) and where the behaviour takes place.10

• Looking at cultures, systems, and processes that may be having a negate impact on people’s wellbeing.

‘Challenging, but manageable’ ‘Untenable’

Overarching Vision: Understanding the impact of language in knowledge co-production including vulnerable
demographics. Introduction of a framework for improving resilience (underpinned by the understanding of the energy
poverty concept). Resilience viewed as positive adaptation within the context of significant adversity.



A Dialogue of Knowledge

A call for knowledge co-production4,12 towards a just transition by bridging technical aspects, diverse
expertise, and insights from households experiencing energy poverty.

BUILDING RESILIENCE:
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It is essential to understand daily life before attempting to intervene in it, and build resilience through inclusion.

Poverty Cause-Theory | Broad Categories5

• Behavioural: How much are behaviours beyond individual control and dictated by structure?
• Structural: How much can governments mitigate the effects of demographic and labour market contexts?

Note: Some changes are beyond the control of governments.
• Political: How much can governments moderate the behaviour-poverty link?

Power and institutions cause policy and reinforce each other, causing poverty, and moderates the relationship
between behaviour and poverty (resource distribution, relevant).

Policy & Resilience: Learning from our mistakes, developing our system resilience, becoming more adaptable and bouncing
back from challenges. If we get the foundations right, we can bounce back very easily.
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