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Introduction 

The Russian invasion of Ukraine has thrust energy poverty (EP) into the 
news. It has massively increased the cost of energy globally and the extent 
of EP (Nelson & Gilmore, 2022; Tollefson, 2022). Even prior to the war 
in Ukraine, the International Energy Agency (IEA) estimated that around 
2 billion people globally experienced EP. EP is not confined to less developed 
countries. The IEA estimated that in the European Union, between 50 and 
125 million people are energy-poor (ENPOR, 2022). Post the Russian inva-
sion of Ukraine, it is expected that rising energy prices and supply disruptions 
have pushed millions more people into EP (Benton et al., 2022). 

Although what it means to be in EP is contested, it can be broadly defined as 
a household’s inability to secure or afford an acceptable level of energy services 
(electricity, gas, and other fuel sources) in the home (Bouzarovski & Petrova, 
2015; Culver, 2017; Simcock et al., 2018). In Australia, the setting for this 
chapter, EP is a major issue for many low-income households (Chai et al., 2021;  
Churchill & Smyth, 2021; KPMG, 2017; Wilkinson et al., 2021). According to a 
Brotherhood of St. Laurence study (Bryant et al., 2022), over the period 
2006–2020, 18–23% of households in Australia experienced EP to some extent. 
A recent survey based on a representative sample of 1,000 people found that 
electricity remains the primary cost of living concern for Australian households. 
It was ranked above private health, mortgages, and food and groceries (ACOSS 
et al., 2018). Another study in 2016 estimated that low-income households 
(defined as households in the bottom 40% of Australia’s income distribution) 
spent 12.4% of their weekly income on utility bills and fuel, whereas high- 
income households spent 2.9% (Cornwell et al., 2016). During the COVID-19 
pandemic, household energy debt increased by 21% to $AU124 million between 
March and November 2020 (Curtis, 2020). A report from the Australian Energy 
Regulator concluded that 178,901 residential customers were repaying energy 
debt in the quarter ending March 2022 and the average debt was $AU1,060 
(AER, 2022b). Furthermore, in June 2022, after the Russian invasion of 
Ukraine, the average debt of customers on hardship programmes was around 
30–40% higher than pre-pandemic levels (AER, 2022a). 
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A particularly vulnerable group are older people (over 65 years of age) 
who are reliant solely on the government Age Pension for their income. The 
maximum government Age Pension in November 2021 for a person living 
by themselves was $513 a week. The Melbourne Institute’s well-recognised 
poverty line for a single person (not in the workforce) in December 2020 was 
$500 a week, including housing (The Melbourne Institute, 2022). According 
to the annual Household, Income and Labour Dynamics Survey survey, 
poverty rates among older single people and older couples have been con-
sistently higher than any other household type (Wilkins et al., 2020). An 
Australian study estimated more than one-third of households identified as 
energy-poor have a reference person aged 65 years or older (Azpitarte et al., 
2015). The 2021 Census established that in mid-2021, 4,317,634 people, 16.8% 
of Australia’s population, were aged 65 years and over (ABS, 2022). 

Research on EP and older people has historically focused on patterns of 
mortality and morbidity (Rudge & Gilchrist, 2005; Wilkinson et al., 2004). 
More recently, studies have focused on older people’s lived experience of 
EP and their coping mechanisms (Chard & Walker, 2016; Willand et al., 
2017). This study aims to expand our knowledge of the impacts of EP on 
older Australians who are solely or primarily reliant on government benefits 
for their income. Drawing on 23 in-depth, semi-structured interviews with 
older Australians in Sydney and Melbourne, we examine how EP impacts on 
their everyday lives, health, and wellbeing. 

Housing, older people, and EP in Australia 

In Australia, there is a strong preference among older people to age in their 
own home (Judd et al., 2014). A consequence is that many older Australians 
are living in old homes that are not energy efficient (Porto Valente et al., 
2020; Romanach et al., 2017). In Australia, the Nationwide House Energy 
Rating Scheme assessments are the most common way to meet the minimum 
energy efficiency requirements of the National Construction Code. Ratings 
range from zero to ten stars (Department of Industry, Science, Energy and 
Resources, 2021). A zero-star rating means that the building envelope does 
little to reduce the discomfort caused by hot or cold temperatures. At present, 
a six-star rating is the minimum standard for new homes in Australia and 
indicates good, but not outstanding, thermal performance (DEE, 2019). The 
Australian Housing Conditions Dataset, which is based on a sample of 4,501 
households, including 1,999 households with a household head aged 65 or 
over, found that 78% of homes of older Australians were 25 years old or 
more. Minimum energy efficiency standards for residential property were 
only mandated in the Building Code of Australia in 2006. This is significant, 
as studies indicate that much of the housing stock built before 2006 has a star 
rating of two or less (Berry & Marker, 2015; Sustainability Victoria, 2014;  
Willand et al., 2019). The poor energy efficiency of homes is potentially a 
serious issue, especially for older people reliant on the government Age 
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Pension. The homes concerned are difficult to heat or cool adequately and 
a challenge for older people who are less tolerant of extreme temperatures 
(van Hoof et al., 2017). 

The lack of thermal comfort represents a health risk for older people 
(Dear & McMichael, 2011; Howden-Chapman et al., 2012). The risk has been 
accentuated by climate change. In 2018/19, New South Wales, the state where 
Sydney is located, experienced the hottest summer on record – 3.41 degrees 
Celsius above average (Climate Council, 2020). On 4 January 2020, Penrith, 
in outer Sydney, recorded the hottest day ever in the Sydney region – 
48.9 degrees Celsius (Australian Government, 2021). The average maximum 
daytime summer temperature in Sydney is 26 degrees. Melbourne in Victoria 
is located on the southern end of the country. On 31 January 2020, Laverton, 
in Melbourne’s outer suburbs, recorded a temperature of 44.1 degrees 
Celsius. The average summer temperature in Melbourne is 26 degrees Celsius. 
In terms of climate zones, Sydney is in Zone 5 Warm Temperate, and 
Melbourne is in Zone 6 Mild Temperate (ABCB, 2019). As such, Melbourne 
buildings typically require heating for longer periods of the year than Sydney. 
Both zones can experience periods of extreme heat. In buildings with poor 
thermal design and performance, extreme heat makes the dwelling very 
uncomfortable. Mechanical cooling is required to make the environment 
tolerable. This adds to energy costs. One response is to cut down on energy 
use and endeavour to cope with the consequences of high internal tempera-
tures (Sherriff et al., 2019; Thomson et al., 2019). Australian air conditioning 
providers recommend a standard air conditioner’s temperature be set to 
25–27 degrees for cooling in summer (Canstar Blue, 2019). Clearly, to achieve 
temperatures in the comfortable 25–27 degrees Celsius range, home occupiers 
would need to use air conditioning extensively. 

Within the older cohort, there is also a significant gender factor with 
respect to EP. Although EP is generally presented as gender-neutral, its 
impact is often uneven (O’Neill et al., 2006; Robinson, 2019). In Australia, 
like many other advanced economies, older women are more likely to suffer 
from entrenched poverty and experience EP as a result (Robinson, 2019;  
Wilkins et al., 2020). 

The impacts of EP 

EP has a range of impacts, and older people, especially if they have health 
issues and limited income, are particularly vulnerable. The most concerning 
impacts are food insecurity, inability to purchase essential items, poor health 
due to thermal discomfort, and social exclusion. The definition of food 
security, agreed to at the World Food Summit in 1996, refers to “a situation 
that exists when all people, at all times, have physical, social, and economic 
access to sufficient, safe, and nutritional food that meets their dietary needs 
and food preferences for an active and healthy life” (World Food Summit, 
1996). There is increasing evidence that in advanced economies, money spent 
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on energy bills is contributing to food insecurity (Hernández, 2016; Kearns 
et al., 2019). After paying their energy bills, some people do not have the 
ability to purchase an adequate supply of nutritious food (Tuttle & Beatty, 
2017). In Australia, this is especially the case for those older private renters 
who are reliant on government benefits for their income. High accommo-
dation costs, in combination with energy costs, place them in a particularly 
vulnerable position (Morris, 2016). Besides food, their high energy costs can 
also result in an inability to purchase other essentials such as prescription 
medicines (Nord & Kantor, 2006; Porto Valente et al., 2021). 

A comparative study conducted by Thomson et al. (2017) found that in 
most European countries, the energy-poor population is statistically more 
likely to report poorer physical and mental health than the non-energy-poor 
population. To avoid high energy bills and avoid or lessen EP, many low- 
income households reduce their energy use (Judson et al., 2019; Roberts & 
Henwood, 2019). This can result in thermal discomfort and impact the 
health of the household (Hernández & Siegel, 2019). The relationship 
between excess winter deaths, low thermal efficiency of housing, and low 
indoor temperature during cold weather is well-established (Anderson et al., 
2012; Day & Hitchings, 2011; Hamza & Gilroy, 2011). 

Heatwaves and an inability to cool the home adequately are also major 
health risks. It has been argued that in Australia, in the last couple 
of decades, wildfires and heatwaves have been responsible for over 60% of 
deaths related to natural hazards (Borchers Arriagada et al., 2020). People 
experiencing EP are more prone to suffer during heatwaves, as they cannot 
afford the cooling required to feel comfortable at home (Nicholls & 
Strengers, 2018; Nicholls et al., 2017). In both Melbourne and Sydney, 
cooling is required from November to the end of February. Physical fra-
gility increases with advancing age and reduces people’s ability to keep 
cool or warm and maintain their health during extreme temperature 
events (Steffen et al., 2014). For older people who may be frail, maintaining 
thermal comfort is a major challenge. 

Social isolation is another possible outcome of EP. If a person’s ex-
penditure on energy consumes a substantial proportion of their disposable 
income, it makes it difficult for them to partake in social activities 
(Chester, 2013; COTA, 2018). They simply do not have the requisite funds 
(Morris, 2012). Also, some households may not have visitors because their 
home is thermally uncomfortable or they fear it will increase their energy 
use (Kearns et al., 2019; Middlemiss et al., 2019). 

EP and capabilities 

Amartya Sen (1997) and Martha Nussbaum (2000) developed the capability 
perspective to analyse social inequality, wellbeing, and poverty. This approach 
is particularly useful in expanding on the analysis of the impacts of EP on 
households’ wellbeing. The capabilities approach addresses the question of 
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what social justice, freedom, and development require (Nussbaum, 2003, 2011;  
Sen, 1992, 1993). A key question posed is what are people actually able to do and 
to be? (Nussbaun, 2011). Three linked concepts, functionings, capabilities, 
and resources are used to address this question. 

Functionings represent the various things that a person manages to do 
or be in leading a life; the capability of a person reflects the alternative 
combinations of functionings they can achieve and from which they can 
choose (Sen, 1993). As Sen (1993, 1997) describes, some capabilities are very 
elementary, such as escaping morbidity and mortality, being adequately 
nourished, being in good health, and/or being well sheltered. Others may be 
more complex, but still widely valued, such as being happy, achieving self- 
respect, being socially integrated, or appearing in public without shame.  
Nussbaum (2000, pp. 70–71) developed a list of ten central capabilities 
(as depicted in Table 9.1) as “universal values” that must be seen as a 
“foundation for basic political principles that should underwrite constitu-
tional guarantees”.Table 9:1

The freedom to lead different types of lives and achieve different func-
tionings is intrinsic to a person’s capability set, and that will depend on a 
variety of factors, including their income, personal characteristics, social 
arrangements, and the environment (Sen, 1993, 1997). The concept of 
resources as “instrumentally valuable means to intrinsically valuable human 
ends” is then applied (Kelleher, 2015, p. 8). For Nussbaum (2003), individuals 
will inherently need different levels of resources to achieve similar levels of 
capability to function. 

Whilst the capabilities approach places particular importance on the 
diverse and differing abilities of people to convert their resources into actual 
functionings, there is no doubt that the lack of access to different forms of 
resources, monetary or not, will deprive individuals from achieving certain 
capabilities. 

Day et al. (2016) conceptualised energy use and, therefore, EP, through the 
capabilities’ perspective. They argued that such a broader understanding of 
the ways in which energy use is connected to socio-economic development, 
wellbeing, and quality of life can provide a useful theoretical framework for 
comprehending the wider impacts of EP. They argue that there are basic and 
secondary capabilities (Smith & Seward, 2009) within the energy use needs. 
Whilst a basic capability might be “being in good health”, several secondary 
capabilities related to energy services would be needed to achieve this, 
including being able to keep adequately warm or cool (heating or cooling 
services), being able to take a shower (hot water service), and being able to 
acquire and cook nutritious meals (refrigeration and cooking services). All 
these energy services require an energy supply (and finally an energy source). 
The links between the energy source and basic capabilities are illustrated in  
Figure 9.1.Fig 9:1

EP, in this sense, can be understood under the corrosive disadvantage 
concept (Wolff & de-Shalit, 2007), as the energy-poor restrict their energy 
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Figure 9.1 The relationship between energy, services, and capabilities. 

Source: Adapted from  Day et al. (2016).    

Table 9.1 Nussbaum’s list of central human capabilities    

Central capability Brief description  

Life Being able to live to the end of a human life of normal length; 
not dying prematurely or before one’s life is so reduced as to 
be not worth living. 

Bodily health Being able to have good health, including reproductive health; 
to be adequately nourished; to have adequate shelter. 

Bodily integrity Being able to move freely from place to place, and having one’s 
bodily boundaries treated as sovereign. 

Senses, imagination, 
and thought 

Being able to use the senses to imagine, think, and reason – and 
to do these things in a “truly human” way, a way informed 
and cultivated by an adequate education, including, but by 
no means limited to, literacy and basic mathematical and 
scientific training. […] Being able to search for the ultimate 
meaning of life in one’s own way. Being able to have 
pleasurable experiences and avoid non-necessary pain. 

Emotions Being able to have attachments to things and people outside 
ourselves; to love those who love and care for us, to grieve in 
their absence; in general, to love, to grieve, to experience 
longing, gratitude, and justified anger. Not having one’s 
emotional development blighted by overwhelming fear and 
anxiety, or by traumatic events of abuse or neglect. 

Practical reason Being able to form a conception of the good and to engage in 
critical reflection about the planning of one’s life. 

Affiliation Being able to live with and toward others, to recognise and 
show concern for other human beings, to engage in various 
forms of social interaction; [ … ] having the social bases of 
self-respect and non-humiliation; being able to be treated as 
a dignified being whose worth is equal to that of others. 

Other species Being able to live with concern for and in relation to animals, 
plants, and the world of nature. 

Play Being able to laugh, play, and enjoy recreational activities. 
Control over one’s 

environment 
Political, as in being able to participate effectively in political 

choices that govern one’s life; and material, as in being able 
to hold property (both land and movable goods) and having 
the right to seek employment on an equal basis with others.   

Source: Adapted from  Nussbaum (2000, pp. 78–80).  
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consumption to situations of compromised secondary capabilities that largely 
affect basic ones (Day et al., 2016). The inability to achieve those capabilities 
influence an individual’s wellbeing and self-esteem (Baudaux et al., 2019;  
Longhurst & Hargreaves, 2019; VCOSS, 2018). As a result, there has been 
increasing agitation that universal access to a minimum level of energy ser-
vices be considered a human right based on the capabilities approach (Frigo 
et al., 2021; Sovacool & Dworkin, 2014). 

Besides analysing the impacts of EP (Middlemiss et al., 2019; Willand & 
Horne, 2018), the capabilities approach has been applied more recently to 
explore other energy issues. For example, Lee et al. (2021) and Willand et al. 
(2021) used the capabilities approach to evaluate current EP relief policies 
and strategies. They found that compensation measures associated with 
financial assistance are ineffective in solving the problem in the long term; 
empowerment measures related to increasing households’ capabilities and 
energy efficiency measures, conversely, can create long-lasting improvement. 
To corroborate that, Chipango (2021, p. 447) emphasises that some basic 
capabilities are required for households to take full advantage of their energy 
services: “what matters most is not only the provision of the energy services, 
but the person’s capabilities to promote their ends”. Therefore, it is suggested 
that the lack of certain capabilities (which are mostly related to economic and 
cultural capital) can also influence the experience of EP. 

In light of the capabilities approach (Sen, 1999), in this research, we ex-
amine how EP undermines older Australians’ capacity, opportunities, and 
freedoms to lead a decent and pleasant life. Evidence is given as to how EP 
impacts many of the central capabilities outlined by Nussbaum (2003). 

Methodology 

An inductive approach using semi-structured in-depth interviews was 
adopted to obtain an understanding of how older Australians use energy 
and are impacted by EP. The interview guide was designed around six main 
topics – background and housing characteristics; use of energy at home and 
strategies to reduce energy consumption; the impacts of the home on energy 
usage; difficulties in paying the energy bill; impacts of the energy costs; 
and awareness of energy hardship programmes and assistance. 

Recruitment was severely disrupted by the COVID pandemic, as social 
distancing and self-isolating measures meant community centres were closed and 
offline advertising was not possible. In response, contact was made with relevant 
organisations that advocate for older Australians and/or provide assistance with 
energy hardship. The organisations approached to provide support included the 
Combined Pensioners and Superannuants Association, the Public Interest 
Advisory Centre, the NSW Council of Social Services, and the Council on the 
Ageing. They all agreed to advertise the study through their networks and pub-
lications. In addition, a couple of older people who had participated in an earlier 
separate study by one of the authors were contacted and agreed to participate. 
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The sensitivity of the interviews meant that interviewees were given every 
chance to stop the interview at any point. It was made clear that they did not 
have to answer a question if they felt it was too challenging. The information 
sheet that was given to interviewees provided details as to where counselling 
could be obtained if required. Ethics approval for the study was granted 
by the ethics secretariat of the university. Informed consent was obtained 
from all interviewees. 

In total, 23 low-income older Australians were interviewed (see Table 9.2) 
of whom 17 were solely or primarily reliant on the government Age Pension 
for their income. The focus was on older Australians; however, there were 
five outliers, of which three were in their fifties and two in their early sixties. 
Of the five outliers, two were reliant on their own minimal savings, one on 
the government unemployment benefit, and two on the Disability Support 
Pension (a government benefit) for their income. We decided to include these 
interviewees due to them being in a very similar situation to the interviewees 
on the Age Pension with respect to income and frailty. Noteworthy, is that 
18 of the 23 interviewees were female.Table 9:2

To analyse the data, we conducted a thematic analysis of the interviews. 
The process started with transcribing verbatim the audio recordings into text 
and isolating relevant themes. The transcripts were then loaded into NVivo. 
NVivo facilitated the organisation of the transcripts into themes. For this 
chapter, we focused on the following themes: EP’s impact on food insecurity, 
consumption of essential consumer items, medical expenses, capacity to 
maintain thermal comfort, and social exclusion. 

Findings and discussion 

EP and food insecurity 

As indicated, there is evidence from previous research (Hernández & 
Siegel, 2019; O’Neill et al., 2006) that EP has the potential to contribute 
to food insecurity. A nutritious diet is a key capability for bodily health 
and essential for human development. The interviews indicated that, for 
several interviewees, prioritising paying their energy bill meant that they 
compromised on their food consumption. Sonia (74 years old, private 
renter) was in a particularly difficult position. Not only was she totally 
reliant on the government Age Pension for her income, but she was also a 
private renter. This meant that, unlike older social housing tenants, whose 
rent is set at a maximum of 25% of their income, Sonia had to pay a 
market rent. In Sydney, at the end of 2019, the median weekly rent was 
$525 for houses and $510 for apartments. In contrast, the rent for social 
housing tenants, calculated at 25% of income, was around $119. After 
paying her rent (she had somehow managed to find an apartment for 
$290 a week) and energy bill, approximately $50 a week, Sonia had little 
money left over for food: 
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And [I had] to agree for a payment plan for that one [overdue bill]. But my 
payment plan [for electricity] has always been self-organised at $50 a 
fortnight. But it did leave me with not that much left over [for] food and 
stuff. It was a regular drain on my income … It effects the amount I’ll have 
left to eat with. And I know that my electricity bill is manageable if I don’t 
eat too much. (Sonia)  

Despite being a social housing tenant, Jessica (65 years old) was also 
struggling to eat adequately. Her energy bills accounted for about 10% of her 
disposable income. When asked whether her energy costs had an impact on 
her ability to purchase essential items, Jessica lamented that she was forced to 
buy “cheaper food”. 

I have to admit, you buy cheaper things for food, the cheaper quality, 
rather than the better quality because it’s cheaper. You can buy that [the 
cheaper food] rather than the dear stuff because you can get more.  

Violet (67 years old, social housing tenant) also felt that her high energy 
bills were compromising her health. Like Jessica, she was unable to buy en-
ough nutritional food: 

You can’t shop properly and then your health goes down the plug, you 
know. If you go to shops, you see the chips and the lollies and that. They 
are cheaper and the people are buying those because they can’t afford to 
buy broccoli … So you know, what do you do first? You feed yourself, put 
the heater on and hope that it’s [the energy bill] not going to be too high. 
It’s very, very hard … Sometimes I just, you don’t know what to do first. 
So, I opt to pay my bills and pay my rent first and whatever is left over, 
then I see where I am and how I am, and what I can afford I buy, and what 
I can’t afford doesn’t get bought. That’s all there is to it.  

Jasmine (53 years old, social housing tenant) was reliant on the govern-
ment unemployment benefit for her income. The unemployment benefit, the 
official government name is Jobseeker, is much lower than the Age Pension; 
in November 2022, it was $376 a week for people 60 and over. Jasmine was 
struggling to pay her energy bill; she owed her electricity provider close to 
$500 and was forced to rely on charities for most of her food requirements: 

I go to food banks and then I might go to three or four food banks … A lot 
of the stuff from the food banks are mainly out of date and they are just 
rubbish … And I try and save that way. It’s a lot of work to kind of go like 
that and then you get confused [as to] which ones you’ve been to … (Jasmine)  

Jasmine felt that the food she got from the food banks contributed to her 
gaining weight, which in turn worsened her mental health and ultimately the 
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amount of time she spent alone at home, further increasing her energy costs. 
Her situation illustrates how it is possible for EP to contribute to food 
insecurity, unhealthy eating, and depression. 

I live on bread and baked beans, or spaghetti, or something like that … All 
it does is make you put on more weight. It makes you more depressed and 
then you stay home more, and you use more heater or cooling because you 
don’t want to go out … You don’t get no meat or nothing. You just get 
like tins of baked beans and some frozen stuff sometimes and out of date 
food. I mean, I shouldn’t be ungrateful, but I just throw it out. It’s 
disgusting, you know. You just get so angry, you know if I am eating food 
that is out of date by a month of something, you know what I mean … 
terrible. (Jasmine)  

There is the possibility that the out-of-date food was still edible, but 
Jasmine was not prepared to risk it. 

EP and the capacity to purchase essential items 

High energy bills contributed to other essentials being out of reach. Being 
able to purchase clothing, hygiene products, and other necessities enhances 
one’s sense of dignity and self-image, which reflects Nussbaum’s central 
capability of affiliation, as in “having the social bases of self-respect” (see 
Table 9.1). Jasmine restricted her use of basic items like shampoo and 
deodorant: 

Oh no, I can’t just buy what I want. No, it does stop you from buying 
certain things. No, I can’t do that. You know, like, a lot of personal 
hygiene stuff. You can’t just go and get [them]. Like, say a body wash. I’d 
buy a body wash, but I might not buy shampoo. So I use the body wash to 
wash my hair instead … And If I don’t go out, I don’t use deodorant … 
(Jasmine)  

Violet spoke about how her high energy bill contributed to her not being 
able to purchase basic clothing items. 

It [her energy bill] prevents you [from buying essentials] because it [the bill] 
goes so high, you can’t afford to eat properly, can’t afford to go buy 
underwear or can’t buy a blouse. You can’t afford to get any of those 
things. There is not enough money in the budget … I don’t have a bra … I 
can’t afford to buy one. There is no money in the budget for that.  

Daniel (53 years old, social housing tenant) also found it difficult to pur-
chase clothes: 
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I mean a couple of extra dollars a fortnight probably won’t matter too 
much to anyone, but yeah, I mean over a year or something, it may be $100 
total or something and that can be used for other things. It might be to, 
you know, buy some clothes or to buy a new pair of sneakers or something 
like that. It’s better for the older person who is on a limited income, you 
know, if they can use that money for those sorts of things, instead of 
paying for the electricity.  

As elaborated in the following text, the inability to purchase basic items 
probably contributed to depression and social exclusion (Baudaux et al., 2019). 

EP and the capacity to cover medical expenses 

In some cases, the limited disposable income of interviewees meant they could 
not obtain the proper medical care or medication they required. This had an 
impact on their capacity to maintain bodily health. Medicare in Australia 
covers most medical costs, but there are important omissions. For example, 
most dental treatments, physiotherapy, podiatry, glasses, and contact lens are 
not covered or coverage is limited. Also, many specialists do not bulk bill, 
which means that patients must pay “the gap”. The gap refers to what they pay 
for their treatment and what they get back from government (Medicare). If a 
specialist bulk bills, there is no gap, and the treatment is essentially free. Daniel 
(53 years old, social housing tenant) had been referred to medical specialists but 
could not afford to see them. He felt that his energy bills were a factor: 

Like I have some specialist referrals that I haven’t been able to afford to go 
[to] … because of the cost of those … If I had solar power and had an 
almost zero electricity cost, then I could certainly use that money towards 
the medical bills, yeah.  

At the time of the interview, Amelia (70 years old, social housing tenant) 
had recently seen an ophthalmologist. This expenditure meant that she was 
now worried that she would be unable to pay her energy bill: “if I have an 
unusual expense, for example, I had to go to an eye specialist recently, and 
that was an unusual expense. And so, if I have unusual expenses, it puts me 
behind [on the energy bill]”. 

Not being able to afford the gap in specialist consultations because of EP 
gives greater urgency to Sherriff et al.’s (2020) argument that there is a need 
for an innovative and integrated approach to identifying and assisting people 
whose health is compromised directly or indirectly by EP. Rose (65 years old, 
social housing tenant) knew she needed an MRI (MRIs are not covered by 
Medicare) as soon as possible but could not afford the procedure. She was 
worried that if she went for an MRI she would not be able to pay her energy 
bill and other bills. 
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I am a bit scared at the moment because I should be getting an MRI this 
year, but I don’t have the money to pay for that, you know what I’m 
saying. What [if] another bill comes and I realise that, you know, that’s 
not enough? (Rose)  

When asked if her energy bills affected her quality of life, Lauren, an 
87 years old homeowner, mentioned that despite being a homeowner and thus 
having low housing costs, she had had to cut back on the physiotherapy 
sessions she required: 

Ah, look, I have the physio bills, for example, that are not covered 
[by Medicare], so well I have to pay for them. They [the government’s 
scheme] give you five treatments a year … but [for my condition] it 
adds up to 24 [sessions] a year, so I pay for 19 that are not covered 
[by Medicare]. But what I’ve been doing is, instead of going twice a 
month, I go only once a month.  

The health conditions of some interviewees required treatments that in- 
creased energy usage. However, they restricted their treatments due to con-
cerns that their energy bill would increase significantly (Snell et al., 2015;  
Willand et al., 2019). Charles, a 70 years old, social housing tenant, did not 
use his CPAP machine to treat his sleep apnoea “as much as I need it”, 
because he was worried about the energy costs. 

Concern about energy usage and cost did not only impact physical health. 
Research has shown a relationship between EP and poor mental health 
(Marmot Review Team, 2011; Thomson et al., 2017). Reducing energy 
consumption to the very basic energy needs and cutting expenditure on es-
sentials in some cases evoked constant stress, anxiety, and depression, which 
significantly affected interviewees’ capabilities. Jasmine mentioned she had 
had suicidal thoughts because of her vulnerable situation, which included late 
payments of energy bills: 

It makes me feel, you know … how depressed it makes me feel. I tried to 
suicide twice. It’s just so, so embarrassing. Do you know what it’s like to 
line up? [Jasmine is referring to charities where food is handed out and 
people have to queue]. You know my back hurts, my knee hurts. You have 
just got to line up for food. It’s so, so embarrassing, and you just feel like 
you’re being judged.  

Rose passed up events which involved her having to spend money. This 
caused significant distress: 

If there is another birthday coming up and it’s like, you know, that’s a 
stress on my part, because then I won’t go to that party, because you 
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know, I don’t have a gift. So, it impacts my, you know, the way that I look 
at myself, you know. So yeah, psychologically it affects me.  

For Samantha, high hot water costs associated with the inefficient electric 
storage system she had at home meant she decided not to use the bath for the 
polymyalgia rheumatica pain management treatment anymore: 

The way my body feels like … I don’t use hot water anymore for pain 
treatment. In the other house I had a big old-fashioned bath and because I 
had instantaneous [gas hot] water supply, I would have a big hot bath and 
that would reduce the pain level by 50%. But I don’t do that here because 
of the [inefficient] hot water system that I’ve got. Those sorts of little 
decisions I’ve sorted out since I’ve been here. So that does add to that level 
of anxiety.  

Not only did she have to endure persistent body pain and stiffness, but her 
anxiety levels were also very high. Hence, the central capabilities of bodily 
health and emotions were severely compromised. As Nussbaum (2000, p. 79) 
argues, no one should have their life “blighted by overwhelming fear 
and anxiety”. Besides worrying about reducing their energy consumption 
to reduce costs, interviewees also feared potentially unaffordable bills – 
despite all efforts – and felt anxious and stressed as the next metre reading 
approached. 

EP and the ability to maintain thermal comfort 

Physical and mental health might be compromised by thermal discomfort 
(Ormandy & Ezratty, 2012; WHO, 2018). Particularly for older people, who 
are more likely to have other comorbidities such as heart disease and high 
blood pressure, it is harder to cope with temperature extremes (Day & 
Hitchings, 2011; Gronlund et al., 2016; van Hoof et al., 2017). In the context 
of climate change, this may become more serious, putting more pressure on 
the public health infrastructure. Usually, the focus is on winter temperatures 
(Daniel et al., 2019), but in cities such as Sydney and Melbourne, the impact 
of extreme summer temperatures is more pertinent. Melbourne typically ex-
periences 30 days over 30 degrees Celsius per annum, whereas Sydney Central 
Business District typically experiences 18 days over 30 degrees Celsius per 
annum. Penrith, in western Sydney, has 67 days with temperatures over 
30 degrees Celsius, 19 days over 35 degrees Celsius, and 4 days over 
40 degrees Celsius (Bureau of Meteorology, 2021). 

Many of the older women interviewed complained about the difficulty of 
coping with both the cold and the heat. Research has found that women are 
more sensitive to extreme temperatures (Clancy et al., 2017). On hot summer 
days, the poor energy efficiency of their homes was a major factor con-
tributing to thermal discomfort. Several of our interviewees did not have an 
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air conditioner or, alternatively, could not afford to run the one they had. 
Despite needing to be cool for health reasons, Adam (63 years old, home-
owner), who was unemployed at the time of the interview and had serious 
health issues, did not have the financial resources to replace his old, inefficient 
air conditioner: 

But we don’t use the air conditioner because it’s too old and inefficient 
for our purpose. But I really do need it. I really desperately need the air 
conditioner because of my recent operation … I have a heart condition, 
so I get very tired and hot easily because of my inability to cope with 
the hotter weather and humid[ity] … The hotter weather, especially this 
summer, it’s been very energy sapping, very tiring for me … When I’m just 
trying to do little things, housework or do a little bit of gardening … I can’t 
get any relief at home.  

Violet (67 years old, social housing tenant) described how she was over-
come on a particularly hot day: 

Like I can’t stay here [in her house] in the summer. It’s just too hot. I can’t 
breathe in here. One day a friend came over here and I was passed out 
almost on the couch and she grabbed me and took me outside and took me 
to her place to cool down. Put me on the couch … got me a cold towel on 
my head to revive me again. She was ready to call the ambulance. That’s 
how bad it was.  

Like Violet, Janine (64 years old, social housing tenant) was adamant that 
the building envelope of her social housing apartment meant it was difficult 
to cope with hot summer days: 

It definitely does affect my health during the summer months because I’m 
just totally exhausted, you know, and the perspiration [is] just pouring off 
me. I’ve never felt anything like where I’ve moved to now. It’s just, it’s, it’s 
the worst I’ve ever, ever felt. And unless you’re here and experience [it], it’s 
very hard for anyone to realise how bad it really is. So that has affected, 
that does affect me, too. It’s too hot. Even if you hop under the shower, a 
cool shower, and you step out of it, there is just too much heat, you know. 
You’re just hot again, so there’s no point in doing that. I’d do anything to 
try and keep cool, but it’s … virtually impossible. It’s because of the 
building.  

Anna (51 years old, private renter, reliant on the government Disability 
Support Pension for her income) blamed her unhealthy eating and weight 
gain during an extremely hot summer on not being able to afford an air 
conditioner: 
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Because of the unusual heat, I found the only way I could keep cool was 
with ice cream and cold fizzy drinks. Normally I never put drinks in the 
fridge, but I had to then. I’d just lost 15 kilograms and was insistent I 
would keep it off - but even I can’t deal with 47degree centigrade heat 
unaided. Instead, I put on 20 kilograms. If I’d had air con to use, I’d be 25 
kilograms lighter than I am now. Air con is high on the too expensive to 
use list.  

Some of the interviewees found the winter cold difficult to deal with. In 
Sydney, the average day temperature in mid-winter is 17 degrees Celsius and 
the average night temperature is 8 degrees Celsius. Melbourne is colder. The 
average day temperature in mid-winter is 14 degrees Celsius and the at night the 
average is 7 degrees Celsius. Winter was a major problem for Sonia. Her 
apartment was extremely cold, and she could only afford to run a small heater: 

So, I was living with the most atrocious carpet … Very thin, threadbare. I 
could feel the stone underneath. Very cold. It was extremely cold in there. 
The first winter, I nearly froze to death. So, I think I’ve had that little 
heater on a lot. But even so, $600 [her energy bill] was a lot. So, I think I 
was being overcharged … They [the energy company] were really gouging 
money from me.  

Lauren (87 years old, homeowner) found it easier to deal with the winter 
cold than the summer heat: 

But, you know, my philosophy is that the cold is easier to fix, because you 
put something warmer on and that’s it. But in summer it’s worse, because 
how do you combat the heat? It’s very difficult. To me, summer is more 
[uncomfortable].  

Recent research on the nexus between housing and wellbeing drawing on 
the capabilities approach argues that this relationship is highly subjective and 
complex, with many social and cultural factors contributing to diverse ex-
periences (Harris & Mckee, 2021; Irving, 2021). Nevertheless, adequate 
housing conditions are essential to the exercise of key functionings. The 
findings above indicate that EP plays an important role in how households 
experience their home and how this affects their health, wellbeing, and 
capabilities. Key capabilities associated with emotions (mental health), bodily 
health and integrity, and control over one’s (home) environment are poten-
tially impaired by EP. 

EP and social isolation 

In this section, we underline what Middlemiss et al. (2019) found in their 
research: being energy-poor can lessen opportunities to socialise and intensify 
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a sense of feeling socially excluded. Furthermore, a key capability, affiliation, 
as in the ability to engage in various forms of social interaction and 
having the social bases of self-respect and non-humiliation, is diminished 
(Nussbaum, 2000). Interviewees noted that they avoided going out as they 
needed to “budget for every cent”. A persistent question was whether the 
money spent on social activities could be better spent on food, paying for 
energy, and other essentials. Outings with friends or family that involved any 
expenditure were avoided and often evoked anxiety and embarrassment 
(Longhurst & Hargreaves, 2019; Morris, 2016). Sonia explained how her 
energy costs and rent had had a dramatic impact on her social life: 

I have no social life. I can’t afford it … There is one neighbour who was 
very friendly, and she would ask me out for coffee. Often, I would have to 
say, “No, I can’t afford to.” That’s very embarrassing. It really cuts down 
your social life completely. You can’t even afford to go out for a bit of 
lunch and a coffee.  

Even though Mary (70 years old) is a homeowner, she is constantly wor-
ried about her financial situation and found it difficult to tell her friends 
about her situation: 

If some friend[s] call me and they say, “Oh, we [would] like to go for a 
lunch together”, and I have to think, “If I go out, I have to spend the 
money, you know, and pay [for] the food … Maybe later they want to have 
coffee and have a cake”. How much money spent, huh? And I say, “Sorry, 
today I can’t.” I don’t say, “I don’t have enough money”.  

Connon (2018) in her case study of four communities in the UK found a 
similar pattern. The people she interviewed tended to hide their EP situation 
and become isolated. Violet was unable to join her friends for a restaurant 
meal or accompany them to the cinema: 

I tell you what, unless my friend pays for a meal if I want to go out with 
them, I can’t afford it. I just can’t afford it. There is just no way. It’s too 
much. I’d like to go to a restaurant with my friends every once in a while. 
I like to go out and see what’s happening, but I can’t. I can’t even go to the 
movies, you know. I can’t afford the movies. It’s just not in the budget.  

Another common anxiety was having visitors or family stay and the higher 
energy costs that accompanied their stay. Samantha (77 years old, social 
housing tenant) had her nephew living with her for a few months, but was 
relieved when he left: 

When my nephew came to live [here with me], the electricity bill doubled, 
just with one young man in the house … So that’s something that I have 
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learned. And I decided … [to avoid guests] because I’ve exhausted my 
finances.  

Denise (77 years old, social housing tenant) lives alone and would nor-
mally shower every second day to reduce her hot water use. However, when 
somebody stayed over, she felt compelled to shower every day: 

And because I live on my own, I can be dirty for as long as I like. I’m not 
a dirty person, don’t get me wrong, but I don’t have to have two showers 
a day, let’s put it that way. [But] if I have a friend stay, of course I 
shower in the afternoon as distinct from the morning so that he can have 
the morning shower … It’s only then [when I have a guest staying] I have 
a shower a day. The shower gets used on a daily basis, but if it’s only me, 
it’s every two days. So, I suspect that I might actually save a bit on that, 
I don’t know.  

Jessica could not contemplate socialising when she was a private renter. 
When interviewed she was living in social housing and her situation had 
improved because of her lower housing costs. When she was a private tenant, 
after paying the rent and energy bill, she had very little money left and would 
prefer to spend it on food rather than outings: 

I hardly bought anything then [when she was a private tenant] because 
I couldn’t afford it, yeah … I never went out for a meal, I never went 
shopping for clothes. Not even a coffee because to me going out for a 
coffee, I could get something else with it. I could get a packet of Weetabix 
or something, if that makes sense.  

For some interviewees, spending a good part of their income on energy had 
an impact on their internet usage. They either limited its use, turned off the 
modem to reduce electricity costs, or could not pay for a good service. During 
the COVID-19 pandemic and the resultant lockdown, Rose maintained social 
contact using her phone and Zoom, but was concerned that ultimately she 
would need to purchase a better plan: 

So even though I am at home [during the COVID pandemic], it’s the 
internet [costs] and all that, because now instead of going out and not 
using the internet to be able to interact, now I have to use Zoom, which 
means I have to have, I have to think about - okay two or three months 
later - I have to sign up for a better internet data connection, NBN or 
something like that. At the moment I [can still] use my phone because 
I have [data] credits still available. When that runs out, I have to [get a 
new plan], and that is going to be a major expense and I am telling you, 
at the moment I keep postponing it, because I know it’s going to be 
really tight. (Rose) 
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Reducing the opportunity for social connection because of EP can create 
a cycle of EP problems. For older low-income households, mostly for those 
who lack computer literacy or have poor access to internet services, social 
connections can play an important part in alleviating EP, as they provide 
an opportunity to receive trustworthy information and advice from friends 
and family regarding their energy bills. Face-to-face conversations were, in 
many cases, their only way to learn about energy-related subjects. 

EP, housing conditions, and the wellbeing of older Australians 

The interviews reflected the complex interaction of variables which impacted 
whether a person experiences EP or not. It is apparent that a relatively simple 
method and succinct overview of housing, health, and EP are needed for 
stakeholders, particularly policymakers. After analysing the interview data, 
we propose the following conceptualisation of the relationship between 
housing, health, and EP (see Figure 9.2) as a means of determining where 
people are on the EP continuum. The variables found in the literature and 
the interviews were housing conditions which fluctuate from good to poor 
in respect of thermal performance and running costs. The impact of the 
housing conditions varied depending on the health of the occupants which 
are categorised broadly into those with good or poor health.Fig 9:2

Figure 9.2 Relationships between housing conditions, health, and EP among older 
Australians. 

Source: The authors.    
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The colours in the figure indicate the severity of the situation. The worst 
possible combination, in red, refers to an older low-income person in poor 
health living in inadequate housing (i.e., a home that is not energy efficient 
and/or needing major repairs/maintenance) and suffering from EP. On the 
other side of the continuum, in vivid green, is the best combination – an older 
person in good health, living in an energy-efficient house, and not experien-
cing EP. This is followed by the right lower light green combination of bad 
housing conditions not affecting health or pushing the person into EP. This 
situation is not likely to pertain to low-income older households but is pos-
sibly the situation of older households with adequate income. The upper 
left dark orange combination refers to a person whose housing conditions are 
good, but whose health might affect their energy use. As discussed, health 
issues can contribute to EP due to increased energy consumption and can also 
be aggravated by EP. 

The two central lower combinations in light orange beige describe the 
situation of most older Australians. They mostly live in homes with poor 
energy efficiency that may influence their energy consumption patterns. 
However, income and health play an important role in determining whether 
they will experience EP. Older Australians in these two lower combinations 
are susceptible to Handy’s (2012) “boiling frog” effect. The boiling frog effect 
refers to a situation where a person does not realise that they may slide 
into EP. Gradual changes go unnoticed. In the case of older low-income 
Australians not yet in EP, minor “unnoticed” changes in energy costs or a 
decline in their health status might rapidly push them into EP. The in-
dividuals already experiencing it may have strong resilient and adaptive 
(and conditioned) behaviours, but if conditions due to climate change get 
worse, EP will likely affect their health. 

The upper central combinations in yellow describe two less severe cases. 
The first one refers to a situation where an older household member has a 
health condition that may affect their energy usage, but, because their 
housing conditions and income are adequate, this does not result in EP. The 
other combination (central, yellow) describes an older household whose 
occupants have no health issues and reside in a good home with respect to 
energy efficiency, but still experience EP. This is most likely due to low 
income and low energy literacy. In this case, providing this household with 
assistance and the opportunity to obtain a fair energy deal could lessen or 
even resolve their EP. 

Conclusions 

The findings reinforce previous research on the impacts of EP on older people 
(Day & Hitchings, 2011; O’Neill et al., 2006; Waitt et al., 2016; Willand et al., 
(2017). The interviews showed that, for low-income older Australians, EP is a 
central issue impacting the quality of their lives. The thermal discomfort 
they experience at home, particularly in summer, is an issue that needs to be 
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addressed in the context of climate change and rising temperatures. Those 
older pensioners struggling with long-term health conditions that affect the 
way they experience their home and use energy are often in situations where 
their health is impaired by EP. The interviews showed how health issues can 
either be a significant cause of EP due to the need for increased energy use 
or can be aggravated by EP when medication and medical treatment are 
difficult to afford. 

The interviews also demonstrated the detrimental effects of EP on the 
capabilities of older low-income Australians and corroborated previous 
studies (Melin et al., 2021; Middlemiss et al., 2019; Willand & Horne, 2018). 
The findings revealed the impacts of EP on mental and physical health 
and on the capacity of interviewees to consume essentials such as food, 
clothing, hygiene products, prescriptions, and engage in recreational acti- 
vities. Worrying about energy bills, cutting other expenses, and, ultimately, 
compromising their quality of life made interviewees anxious, stressed, and, 
in some cases, depressed. High levels of anxiety, stress, and depression 
caused by high energy costs undermined their capacity to lead a joyful life. 
The thermal discomfort they experienced in their energy-inefficient homes 
during summer and winter and the compromises on medical treatments 
that either required extra energy use or money they did not have, further 
affected physical health. The vicious cycle of social isolation and EP 
impacted their capacity to retain social ties with family, friends, and 
support networks. 

Basic capabilities are then severely affected. Energy-poor older households 
lack the opportunities, resources, and freedom to achieve valuable func-
tionings, some as basic as being able to have a balanced and nutritious diet. 
This research provided evidence that Nussbaum’s (2000) list of central 
capabilities associated with being able to have good health and bodily 
integrity, being able to socialise and enjoy recreational activities, being able to 
live and not be overwhelmed by anxiety and fear, and being able to control 
one’s environment are often unachievable for energy-poor older Australians. 

A further contribution of this study is the conceptualisation of how 
health, housing, and EP correlate. Previous research on the impact of 
energy-efficient features and EP helps us understand this relationship, and 
this study provided more information on how older Australians experience 
extreme temperatures, an emerging research topic (Judson et al., 2019;  
Willand et al., 2015, 2019). Figure 9.2 illustrates the different combinations 
of EP, poor housing conditions, and poor health, suggesting where older 
pensioners might be situated and opening discussion for targeted solutions 
to alleviate EP. 

The overall cost of EP to society and individuals may be far higher than 
what recent statistics indicate. Also, the health impacts are probably under-
estimated. Currently, the measurement of EP is inadequate. In Australia, 
it is measured by a few questions related to financial strain, inability to 
heat the home properly, and paying energy bills on time (ABS, 2012;  
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Baker et al., 2019; Wilkins et al., 2020). There is a need for more compre-
hensive and refined survey instruments and a wider use of qualitative methods 
to capture the extent of EP and its various impacts. 

The findings suggest that policymakers need to rethink the way EP 
is managed. This is especially so considering the substantial increase in 
energy costs post the energy crisis precipitated by Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine. The expectation that older low-income households should just 
weather EP on their own with no active intervention from government 
places the individuals concerned in vulnerable situations. The opportunities 
for older pensioners to learn about and engage with the energy market 
should be increased. This may help lessen the power and knowledge 
imbalance between energy retailers and consumers. 
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