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Zusammenfassung:
Die „Wiener Energieunterstüzung“ ist ein bislang einzigartiges Programm um Energiearmut
zu verhindern. Es wird von der Gemeinde Wien in Kooperation mit Sozialen
Nichtregierungsorganisationen und dem kommunalen Energieversorger „Wien Energie“
betrieben. Diese Arbeit untersucht die im Programm implementierten Prozesse und prüft
ihre Wirksamkeit und Nachhaltigkeit im Rahmen von ExpertenInnen Interviews.
Besonderes Augenmerk wird dabei auf das „Ombudsteam“ beim Energieversorger „Wien
Energie“ gelegt, ein Team aus SozialarbeiterInnen das eng mit anderen Institutionen
zusammenarbeitet um die gefährdeten Kunden zu unterstützen. Dabei Zeigt sich das die im
Programm ergriffenen Maßnahmen die Gefahr von Energiearmut für die Individuellen
KundInnen effektiv verringern, dennoch braucht es strukturellerer Maßnahmen um das
Entstehen von Energiearmut zu bekämpfen.

Abstract
The Wiener Energieunterstützung is a unique programme to combat energy poverty in Vienna.
It is located at the City of Vienna, which cooperates with different social NGOs and the
municipal energy provider Wien Energie. This thesis investigates the processes of the
programme and assesses its effectiveness and sustainability through expert interviews. A
particular focus is put on the Ombudsteam at the municipal energy provider Wien Energie, a
team of social workers cooperating closely with other institutions to assist vulnerable clients.
While the measures included in the programme are effective in alleviating energy poverty for
individual households, more structural measures are needed to prevent energy poverty from
occurring.

1. Introduction
Energy poverty is an issue at the heart of a just transition from a fossil fuel to a renewable
energy based economy. In the Global North, energy poverty is usually characterised as a
person or household not being able to “comfortably satisfy their energy service needs, be it
because of their inability to afford sufficient energy services and/or because of the
disproportional costs they have to bear for those energy services” (Ürge-Vorsatz & Tirado
Herrero, 2012, p. 84). However, there is no agreed definition, neither in the scientific
community nor on a political level. It often, though not always, overlaps with income poverty.
Other drivers include chronic illness, single parenthood or recent separation from a partner.
It is usually exacerbated by the fact that low-income households are more likely to live in
poorly insulated buildings or own energy inefficient appliances (Matzinger et al., 2018). Energy
poverty is thus considered both an energy and a social issue, and policies need to address it
through both levers.
The European Union recognises addressing energy poverty as a key component of a Just
Transition. Just Transition is a guiding principle of the Paris Climate Agreement. The concept
signifies a transition into a carbon-neutral society that is socially inclusive, focuses on
providing decent jobs and on poverty eradication (Just Transition Centre, 2017). The transition
to renewable energy is associated with higher energy prices, which risks exacerbating the
social inequalities regarding equitable access to energy. At the same time, there exists
potential for substantial synergies between addressing energy poverty and advancing climate
change mitigation. For example, by improving poor housing quality and low energy efficiency
in appliances, energy demand can be reduced (it is estimated that currently around 36% of
the EU’s carbon emissions come from buildings (European Commission, 2019). A reduced
energy demand will help vulnerable households to afford adequate energy.
This thesis will examine the social benefits programme Wiener Energieunterstützung as a case
study. The programme is unique in its form, at least in the German-speaking world.
Vulnerable, energy-poor households undergo energy audits and the City of Vienna covers the
full price of energy-efficiency measures, such as repairing windows and replacing appliances.
Another unique feature is the institutionalised cooperation between the City, other social
institutions and the municipal energy provider Wien Energie, which will be a special focus of
the investigation.
There are two main objectives for this thesis. First, it will describe in detail the processes of
the Wiener Energieunterstützung and the cooperation between the organisations involved in
the programme. Secondly, it will examine whether the programme manages to alleviate
energy poverty for its clients and in Vienna in the long term.
These questions are investigated through a series of expert interviews with representatives
of Caritas, the Magistrate for Social and Health Affairs (MA40) in Vienna, the
Umweltberatung (an organisation that conducts energy audits) and the Ombudsteam at
Wien Energie. The processes and cooperation between the organisations are described in
the Analysis section. The Discussion section reviews the sustainability of the programme by
comparing it to measures proposed in the literature on energy poverty in the Global North.
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2. Literature Review
2.1.

Definition

There is no internationally standardised definition of energy poverty. The European Economic
and Social Council describes it as the “difficulty to ensure adequate energy” (Boltz & Pichler,
2014). Income poverty and energy poverty are closely intertwined, however not synonymous.
In the UK, where much of the research on fuel poverty originates, fuel poverty is often defined
as the need to spend more than 10% of disposable income on energy needs (Boardman, 2010,
Matzinger et al., 2018) (in the UK, the term fuel poverty is often preferred over energy
poverty, but the two terms can be considered synonymous). Matzinger et al. (2018) use
overall income poverty as their baseline for a definition of energy poverty. They state that a
person can only be considered energy poor when they are also at risk of poverty. The Austrian
energy market regulator E-Control and the national statistics agency Statisik Austria define
energy poverty as being below the threshold of being at risk of poverty (60% of median income
in the country, per EU definition) but at the same time, their energy costs exceed the mean
by 40%. Usually, energy poor households by that definition thus struggle to pay their energy
bills.
This takes into account that there is usually a significant overlap of income poverty and energy
poverty, but it is not always synonymous (cf. Bouzarovski & Thomson, 2019; Ürge-Vorsatz &
Tirado Herrero, 2012). This is also clearly illustrated by a study by Statistik Austria (2019),
which finds that 14.1% of households in Austria are below the threshold of being at risk of
poverty, but only 3.1% of all households are also energy poor.
However, a focus on energy spending alone risks neglecting a substantial part of the problem.
Many studies therefore include a two-tiered definition with energy spending on the one hand
and the inability to access adequate energy on the other (see for example Pye et al. 2015).
More specifically the definition can include the ability to heat one’s dwelling to an adequate
level (Matzinger et al., 2018; Thomson et al., 2017), the use of other essential services in the
house such as lighting or appliances (Matzinger et al., 2018; Thomson et al., 2017; ÜrgeVorsatz & Tirado Herrero, 2012), and the ability to pay energy bills (Matzinger et al., 2018).
According to the EU SILC survey 2016, 3% of Austrians stated that they were unable to keep
their homes adequately warm, of those whose incomes were below the at-risk- of-povertythreshold it was 9% (Statistik Austria, 2019). However, there is no universally accepted
definition of an adequately heated home. The EU SILC survey thus only captures the subjective
perception of the interviewees. A more objective assessment of this aspect of energy poverty
in Austria would require more indicators (Statistik Austria, 2019).
This thesis investigates both aspects of energy poverty. Firstly, it examines the aspect of cost,
where households are unable to cover their bills and/or are faced with disproportionately high
energy costs. Secondly, it takes into account households that compromise on their comfort
and standard of living in order to avoid high bills. Both of these layers of energy poverty are
taken into consideration when assessing and analysing the effectiveness of the Wiener
Energieunterstützung.
The reasons for energy poverty in addition to income poverty are manifold; inefficient
buildings (Chester, 2014; Thomson et al., 2017), inefficient appliances (Thomson et al., 2017),
high energy prices (Thomson et al., 2017, Chester, 2014) and other social or personal issues
2

such as chronic illness (Boardman, 2010; Thomson et al., 2017). Underlying reasons for energy
poverty and its manifestations can often be tightly intertwined. Energy inefficient and poorly
insulated buildings are frequently mentioned as a driving factor of energy poverty, as more
energy is needed to adequately heat the flat or house. In Austria, energy poor households
spend more money on heating than the average household (per definition by Statistik Austria
2019) and tend to live in buildings that were constructed before 1960 (Statistik Austria, 2019).
Similarly, income poor households often find themselves with old, second-hand appliances
that are energy inefficient. This leads to a higher energy bill which in turn can contribute to
the inability to purchase certain appliances that are considered essential, such as fridges or
washing machines (Matzinger et al., 2018).
2.2.

Policies to address EP

Due to the difficulty in defining energy poverty and its interlinkages with other vulnerabilities,
targeting policies to the right people can be challenging. As the causes for energy poverty are
multidimensional, several policy avenues are likely needed to address the root causes of the
issue. Yet, usually the most direct root cause for energy poverty is stated as inefficient
dwellings. Brunner et al. (2012) point out that since energy poverty often coincides with poorly
insulated buildings, the scope of action for those affected is limited and promoting wiser
energy use is not addressing the issue at its core. Participants in Brunner et al.’s (2012) study
nevertheless engaged in low-cost coping strategies, such as sealing windows, putting on
various layers, lying in bed or only heating one room. Both Brunner and Boltz& Pichler (2014)
propose energy counselling as a viable policy to educate people about energy saving
behaviour. However, they agree that the exchange of old and inefficient appliances and
improving thermal conditions of buildings would be key policies to address the issue. In line
with this, Jamasb & Meier (2010) found that spending on energy rises with income increases
but only to an inflection point, where basic needs are met. According to Jamasb & Meier
(2010) this illustrates the necessity character of energy. Only after significant increases in
income after that, consumers are able and willing to spend on recreational and luxury
consumption and energy spending rises again. The curve of energy spending against income
thus behaves like an S-shape. The necessity character of energy is also illustrated by Chester
(2014) who claims that electricity demand by the poor is often price insensitive, as they only
cover their absolute basic needs anyway and cannot lower their consumption even further.
On the other hand, (Boltz & Pichler, 2014) point to a study which finds that often energy poor
households are unaware that they can reduce their energy demand through changing their
consumption behaviour. Therefore, an energy audit can often be helpful to an extent.
According to Ürge-Vorsatz & Tirado Herrero (2012) there are three types of policy to address
energy poverty. The first element contributing to energy poverty is often income poverty. Less
affluent people also tend to live in less energy efficient housing. However, policies that
singularly address the income component of energy poverty tend to be very expensive, yet
inefficient. These include, for example, an additional energy allowance on top of social
benefits, paid out once a year in winter. But the additional income might not be used for
energy cost, or even improving energy efficiency. Paying for adequate warmth or electricity
can stand in competition with paying for other essentials, such as food (Brunner et al., 2012).
Another policy pathway is lowering energy prices. However, there are several potential
drawbacks to this strategy. As can be observed in former Eastern European countries, low
3

energy prices can lead to a disincentive to constructing buildings in an energy-efficient
manner. After liberalising the energy market after the end of the communist era, this has led
to rising levels of energy poverty. Therefore, lower energy prices are unfit as a stand-alone
long-term solution (Ürge-Vorsatz & Tirado Herrero, 2012). Boltz & Pichler (2014) argue that
long-term benefits should be achieved not by making energy cheaper or free, but by cutting
energy consumption. Arguably, social benefits contribute to alleviating the immediate
consequences of energy poverty, but they do not allow consumers to exit the conditions that
are at the root of their energy poverty (European Energy Network, 2019). The greatest
obstacle here is the affordability of measures that lower energy consumption. However, Boltz
Pichler (2014) argue that it could be more cost-efficient for the state in the long run to insulate
social housing rather than giving out additional energy benefits. This is especially true if
government benefits do not reflect increasing energy prices, as might be the case in Austria
(Brunner et al., 2012).
A more effective way in the long-term is to increase the energy efficiency of dwellings by
improving insulation and installing energy efficient appliances. Campaigns to exchange larger
inefficient household appliances have been successful in Austria (Brunner et al., 2012). This
decreases energy demand in the long-term, with positive synergy effects for climate change
mitigation by lowering CO2 emissions. The question is how to incentivise landlords with
mostly low-income tenants to make these investments in their properties (European Energy
Network, 2019).
A drawback to lower energy demand and thus lower energy expenditure could be rebound
effects as formerly energy poor households might now consumer more energy (e.g. heating
all rooms instead of one). However, studies show that the overall consumption usually
decreases for energy poor households. (Ürge-Vorsatz & Tirado Herrero, 2012)
2.3.

European Union

Policy makers in the European Union have recognised the issue of energy poverty as a key
aspect of a Just Transition. The European Commission estimates that around 50 million
Europeans struggle to pay their energy bills (European Commission, 2019).
Member states of the European Union are not legally required to define energy poverty per
se but they need a definition of ‘vulnerable consumers’ (Bouzarovski & Thomson, 2019). They
are also required to take appropriate measures to address the issues related to energy
poverty, both through social security and energy efficiency measures (Pye et al., 2015;
Rechnungshof Österreich, 2020). The Austrian Court of Auditors criticises the focus on
vulnerable consumers rather than energy poverty, as vulnerability of consumers focuses on
the individual characteristics of these consumers, such as employment, health and age, but
the reasons for energy poverty are often found elsewhere and more on a structural level
(Rechnungshof Österreich, 2020).
Pye et al. (2015) categorise member states according to whether they address energy poverty
more through energy policy or social policy, which is partially based on how they define
vulnerable consumers. Social policy led measures often include support for paying bills. These
are the most common policies. Energy focused policy is more scarce and includes improving
building insulation, replacing heating systems and targeted energy audits (Bouzarovski &
Thomson, 2019). Pye et al. (2015) categorise Austria as an energy-focused country (but
4

provide no further explanation). Both energy and social policy led approaches are targeted
towards a specific vulnerable group.
40% of countries use social support or energy cost subsidies as a primary basis for addressing
energy poverty (Pye et al. 2015). These do not address the underlying structural issues but can
be important short-term measures. 80% of countries have disconnection safeguard measures
in place, that protect vulnerable consumers from being disconnected from services,
sometimes targeted or only in winter, but in some countries these are blanket protections.
The European Green Deal contains several explicit references to energy poverty. It recognises
that addressing the issue is a key element of ensuring a Just Transition (European Commission,
2019). While the renovation rate in member states currently varies between 0.4% and 1.2%
it needs to be doubled in order to achieve climate targets. Particular attention should be paid
to renovating social housing and to financing schemes for low-income houses. The recovery
scheme in light of the Covid-19 pandemic, Next Generation EU supports the aim of a
‘renovation wave’ (European Commission, 2020).
The Energy Performance of Buildings Directive (which has been amended as part of the Clean
Energy for all Europeans Directive) demands all member states to retro-fit their building stock
so that it is carbon neutral by 2050. Additionally, all new buildings need to be nearly zeroenergy starting from the end of 2020. At the moment, the European Commission estimates,
that ca. 75% of the European building stock is energy-inefficient and it is responsible for 40%
of energy consumption and 36% of CO2- Emissions in the European Union (CLEAN ENERGY
FOR ALL EUROPEANS PACKAGE).
In October 2020, the Commission plans to publish a Communication and strategy on how
renovation and energy efficiency of buildings are to be improved.
2.4.

Austria

According to the official Austrian definition, vulnerable consumers are categorised based on
being part of a certain socioeconomic group, inter alia income, age, health characteristics.
Similarly, in the National Energy- and Climate Plan, energy poverty is defined onedimensionally, based on energy cost (Matzinger, 2019). Statistik Austria (2019) defines energy
poor households as those that fall below the poverty threshold of 60% of median income and
have substantially higher energy costs of 140% of the mean. According to those criteria,
around 3.1% of households in Austria are estimated to be energy poor. Of those, around 44%
live in buildings constructed before 1960, compared to 29% of households that are not energy
poor. 61% of energy-poor households are single households. In 32% of energy-poor
households, the basic school diploma is the highest attained education in comparison to 14%
of non-energy-poor households. The average Austrian household spends around 4.2% of
disposable income on energy expenses related to accommodation. Energy-poor households
(according to the definition of Statistik Austria) spend around five times as much, around 20%.
Expenses are also higher in absolute numbers. While households in the upper third percentiles
of income spend on average 1860€ on energy, energy poor households face substantially
higher expenses of 2131€ per year. Energy-poor households have higher costs related to
heating, but spend 20% less on warm water and 3% less on cooking. It has to be noted that
Statistik Austria only counts those as energy poor who face high energy costs. The statistical
analysis does not include households who sacrifice comforts such as heating their dwelling to
an adequate level in order to save money. The EU SILC survey 2016 asked participants whether
they feel that they are able to do that. 3% of households answered that they were unable to
5

afford heating their home. This perceived energy poverty is an indicator of the prevalence of
the second definition of energy poverty. However, Statistik Austria has not collected data on
this definition so far.
Brunner et al. (2012) qualitatively investigate the root causes and coping strategies of energy
poor households in Vienna’s poorer districts. Boltz & Pichler (2014) quantitatively survey
households in the lower third of incomes in Austria to assess a definition of energy poverty
and possible policy solutions (for the Austrian regulator E-control).
Similar to previously discussed literature, Brunner et al. (2012) found that there is always a
combination of reasons why a person might find themselves in a challenging situation with
regards to satisfying their energy needs. The authors categorise energy poor households into
the ‘overcharged’, the ‘modest fuel poor’ and those who are at risk of poverty but not energy
poor. However, one adverse event could push those in the last category over into energy
poverty and sometimes they might already perceive themselves as energy poor. Boltz &
Pichler (2014) found that while there is a high correlation between the poor and energy poor,
it is not necessarily overlapping. They surveyed 931 lower income households in Austria. On
average, the energy poor pay more for their energy use, both in absolute terms (more than
140% of average cost), and relative terms (more than 10% of income).
The Austrian government’s coalition agreement (Regierungsprogramm) does not specifically
mention energy poverty, except for a short paragraph under the subheading of fighting
poverty. It mentions the energy efficiency law and in-kind benefits such as consultations to
increase energy efficiency (Regierungsprogramm 2020, 2020)
The National Energy and Climate Plan (NECP), submitted to the European Union in December
2019, defines its main objectives in the building sector as reducing emissions by 3 million tons
of CO2 equivalents compared to 2016. New buildings’ heating and cooling needs are to be
met without fossil fuels as much as possible. Furthermore, the renovation rate should be
doubled between 2020 and 2030. This is mainly to be achieved through investment grants,
subsidised financing models or tax measures. The NECP also mentions energy consultations
as an instrument to increase energy efficiency. However, these measures are not targeted at
low-income households. With regards to energy poverty, the NECP recognises that long-term
effective investment is needed to overcome it. This will happen through giving household
information that is easy to put into practice and through financial support (Federal Ministry
Republic of Austria, Ministry for Sustainability and Tourism, 2019).
In accordance with the European Energy Efficiency of Buildings Directive the Austrian
government has developed a national renovation strategy, which was published in May 2020.
However, the Non-governmental organisation Global 2000 argues in its analysis of the
strategy that it is incompatible with both climate targets and the NECP. For example, the
strategy proposes an overall reduction of 80% of emission, while in the coalition agreement
and the NECP much higher targets are postulated. Furthermore, 80% are not sufficient to
achieve climate neutrality in Austria by 2040, as agreed in the coalition agreement (Global
2000, 2020).
The Austrian energy market is characterised by a high market concentration and poor product
diversity (Brunner et al., 2012). Prices are higher than the EU27 average. The Verbund, which
is 51% state owned, accounts for about half of the electricity production in Austria (OECD,
2019).
6

The Austrian Court of Auditors points out that there is a bundle of measures for vulnerable
consumers in Austria, such as protection from disconnection, a right to energy provision
(providers cannot reject customers based on low credit worthiness), potential to have prepaid meters installed and advice and information by energy and grid providers. However, most
of these measures benefit all customers and are not directly targeted at energy poor
households. A lot of the measures fall under the responsibility of the energy providers. The
issue of energy poverty appears to be mostly addressed through financial measures. While
instalments to pay energy debt are usually possible and consumers are thus able to avert
disconnection, these instalments often present a high financial burden (Brunner et al., 2012).
Furthermore, the Court of Auditors recommends targeting measures more directly at the
most affected households and evaluating measures regarding their effectiveness and
sustainability (Rechnungshof Österreich, 2020).
The Austrian energy efficiency law requires energy providers of more than 49 employees,
€10mio yearly turnover or €10mio in assets to provide an ombudsperson for energy efficiency,
energy use, energy cost, and energy poverty. This is on top of the requirement of the
government to reduce energy poverty, which is not further specified. The Ombudsteam at
Wien Energie was established before the requirement through the energy efficiency law in
2011. It has the permission and power to defer payments, agree on instalments and to work
with clients over a longer period. Since 2018, Wiener Netze, the grid provider, which belongs
to the same parent company as Wien Energie, Wiener Stadtwerke, offers the services of the
same Ombudsteam regardless of the energy provider (Rechnungshof Österreich, 2020).

3. Methods
This thesis investigates the following research question:
“To what extent can the Wiener Energieunterstützung address the issue of energy poverty in
Vienna in a socially and ecologically sustainable way?”
The investigation pursues two key objectives. Firstly, the thesis will examine the processes
and strategies the institutions involved in the Wiener Energieunterstützung combat energy
poverty. Secondly, the thesis attempts to assess whether the programme succeeds at
addressing the root causes of energy poverty in Vienna. These questions were investigated
through expert interviews. Representatives of the following organisations were interviewed:
•
•

•

•

Ombudsteam at Wien Energie
Magistrate 40 (MA40, Health and Social Affairs), where Viennese citizens can apply
for ‘Assistance in exceptional circumstances in life’ (Hilfe in besonderen
Lebenslagen) and which coordinates the Wiener Energieunterstützung
Caritas
o A social worker, who cooperates with the Ombudsteam at Wien Energie to
help clients with paying energy bills
o An expert on poverty
Umweltberatung, the organisation conducting the energy audits in cooperation
with the MA40 and the Ombudsteam
7

Interview participants were selected through purposeful sampling. This sampling technique
identifies cases or individuals who are able to provide the most resources and knowledge to
the researcher. They are individuals who are particularly knowledgeable and experienced in
their field of expertise (Palinkas et al., 2015). Each interviewee is a representative of one of
the organisations involved in the processes of the Wiener Energieunterstützung. Some of
them were reached through personal contacts, while others answered to the researcher’s
contact request to the organisation they represent. As all of the interview participants (except
one) are directly involved in the processes of the Wiener Energieunterstützung, they can be
considered experts.
3.1.

Expert interviews

In an expert interview the subject of investigation is not the interviewee’s personal experience
as in a lay person interview, but rather the knowledge they possess about the topic under
investigation (Aberbach & Rockman, 2002). Expert interviews are a convenient and effective
way to gain knowledge about a subject matter as less data points are needed due to the fact
that experts should be able to give an overview of the field or process (Dorussen et al., 2005).
Therefore the people will be interviewed on their professional knowledge, or “process
knowledge” (Bogner & Menz, 2009). Expert interviews can be the basis of a systematising
interview study, which goes beyond exploring an under-researched topic. Rather, the
expectation is that the exclusive knowledge by the experts will provide complete and
systematic information (Bogner & Menz, 2009) about the Wiener Energieunterstützung.
The interviews were semi-structured and consisted of open-ended questions. The benefit of
an open-ended questionnaire is that it allows the interviewee to structure his or her own
thoughts and allows the researcher to harvest the advantage of the flow of conversation and
depth of response. Despite having prepared a set questionnaire, most of the interviews were
very conversational and followed the natural flow of the interviewees’ thoughts. This
spontaneous nature likely allowed for more unprompted and unique responses (Kvale &
Brinkmann, 2015) from interviewees. According to Aberbach & Rockman (2002), this increases
the validity of responses, which is beneficial for the kind of exploratory and in-depth work this
thesis engages in. Interviewees were also probed and challenged on several of their
statements, which was intended to encourage them to elaborate their arguments and give
more in-depth answers (Trinczek, 2009).
Interview participants from each of the organisations were able to provide insights into their
internal processes with regards to the Wiener Energieunterstützung. With regards to the more
general question about structural causes and solutions to energy poverty, a point of saturation
was reached quickly, where no new data or themes emerged (Fusch & Ness, 2015).
3.2.

Qualitative Content Analysis

The data collected during the expert interviews was analysed following the method of
Qualitative Content Analysis (QCA). As the research objective of this thesis is largely
descriptive, QCA was deemed most appropriate. QCA is a systematic way of analysing data
step by step and in a methodologically rigorous way (Mayring, 2000). With the help of the
software MAXQDA, categories and subcategories were inductively established during an initial
step-by-step analysis of the data, while constantly evolving and being refined (Lewis & Ritchie,
2012; Mayring, 2000). A second round of coding and relabelling data to fit the categories that
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emerged later in the process ensured consistency across the whole data set. The categories
and subcategories were kept rather descriptive to fit the research objective. While the
interviews were conducted in German, categories and comments were made in English. A list
of key categories and sub-categories can be found in Annex B.
No attention was paid to emotions or specific words used by the interviewees. This data was
deemed non-essential as the research objective is less focused on the personal experiences
of interview participants, but rather their expert knowledge about the processes of the Wiener
Energieunterstützung. Yet, their personal (professional) assessment of success and
sustainability of the programme was taken into account. In all interviews, there were recurring
themes and categories that were consistently woven into each other. These were noted and
considered in the analysis and discussion. After the coding, categories and subcategories were
ordered and synthesised (Lewis & Ritchie, 2012) in order to give an adequate account of the
processes of the Ombudsteam as Wien Energie and the experts’ assessment of how successful
they were.

4. Analysis
The following paragraphs summarise the findings from the interview study. The
questionnaire can be found in Annex A.
4.1.

Energy and Poverty

“When we talk about energy poverty, we are talking about energy and about poverty.” 1 This
statement by one of the interviewees perfectly illustrates the complexity of poverty and
energy poverty, which was a recurring theme in all interviews.
All of the interviewees repeatedly referred to the multi-layered nature of poverty. Usually,
vulnerable households face a variety of issues at once, and energy poverty is just one of the
consequences of income poverty. Often, people are unable to afford adequate energy when
they also find themselves in other life crises, such as separation or divorce from a partner,
debts, long-term unemployment, chronic illness of a household member or single parenthood.
These issues do not only severely affect people who are income poor per definition, but a
cumulation of several crises can also leave those with a slightly higher income in a difficult
financial situation. People may be vulnerable and at the verge of income or energy poverty
for some time, but they are still able to manage their finances and bills. Often one adverse life
event is sufficient to push them over the edge and they become unable to cope with their
financial obligations on their own. This can often be an event that people on a higher income
would easily be able to cope with: “…the washing machine breaks or the energy bill arrives
and it can be said that you don’t need a big catastrophe to become insolvent.” 2
The clients of the MA40 usually come in the framework of Hilfe in besonderen Lebenslagen
(assistance in exceptional circumstances in life), needing assistance because of one such
event. Similarly, people seeking assistance from Caritas face multiple challenges and at some
point are no longer able to address them without assistance.
Due to the multi-layered nature of poverty, none of the interviewees would subscribe to a set
definition of energy poverty. Equally, none of the organisations examined in this study use a
Original quote in German: „Und wenn ich von Energiearmut rede, reden wir von Energie und Armut.“
Original quote in German: da geht eine Waschmaschine kaputt, oder es kommt eine Jahresabrechnung und
man sagt da braucht’s jetzt nicht die großen Katastrophen um zahlungsunfähig zu werden.“

1
2
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set definition to determine whom they will or will not assist. Common definitions are seen as
too narrow to include all dimensions of poverty and energy poverty.
One participant specifically criticised that the narrow definition ignores the complexity of
poverty and can be used to exclude people: “You say you want to draw a line and you are
energy poor and you are not. But in reality poverty is multi-layered. So when people just have
a problem to pay for high energy costs and they have a high consumption then it does not
matter [and you help them].” 3
A person making €2000 a month but suddenly finds themselves with a €3000 bill may also
need some assistance by way of instalments or deferral. Similarly, someone who falls just
above the poverty threshold but struggles with chronic illness or has many dependents may
have problems with paying high energy bills. All organisations that were examined assess each
case and determine the individual need of each client, accounting for the many facets of
poverty.
Rent was frequently mentioned as one of the long-term issues contributing to a precarious
situation, specifically high rents, limited term rent contracts and rental debts. People with a
low income are often forced to move into precarious living conditions, often with limited term
contracts. These contracts can pose challenges, as renters may be afraid to speak up about
certain issues because they are worried to lose their flat. This can lead to situations of
perceived dependence and exploitation. One interviewee stated that she saw “people in the
most precarious circumstances that were simply ripped off!” 4 According to one interviewee,
specifically clients who have recently moved to Austria need to be reassured to make use of
their rights. The fear of eviction keeps people from demanding certain changes that are in the
responsibility of the landlord or house administration (Hausverwaltung). In addition, when
contracts are limited, measures taken by the MA40, for example repairing windows, may not
benefit these clients for a long time. Unlimited contracts, on the other hand, are referred to
as positive and reassuring for the clients. Measures will benefit clients over many years and
the clients are in a better bargaining position with their landlord and house administration.
As mentioned above, people who suffer from energy poverty do not necessarily formally fall
in the income poverty category. This, according to one of the interviewees, is what makes
energy poverty so complex: “It is a combination of many factors, the life situation of the
person, the buildings, is it renovated, is it insulated, where is my flat, am I under the roof or
above the basement that is not heated, do I just have old appliances and then maybe I am also
sick and my income is not very high.” 5 When income is low or even below the poverty line,
but the conditions of the dwelling are decent, income might be sufficient to cover the bills. On
the other hand, badly insulated buildings and inefficient appliances may cause the bills to
Original quote in German: „Also dass man sagt, ich ziehe da jetzt eine Grenze und du bist
energiearmutsgefährdet und du nicht, aber in Wirklichkeit ist Armut so vielschichtig, dass wenn die Leute
einfach mal ein Problem haben hohe Energiekosten nicht zu zahlen und einen hohen Verbrauch haben, da ist
es egal.“
4
Original quote in German: „Ich habe Menschen gesehen, in prekärsten Verhältnissen, die einfach nur
abgezockt wurden.“
5
Original quote in German: “Denn da geht es um so viele Faktoren, um die Lebenssituation der Betroffenen,
und das Objekt, wie gut ist es saniert, wo liegt meine Wohnung, bin ich unterm Dach oder über dem Keller der
nicht geheizt ist, hab ich nur alte Geräte, und dann bin ich vielleicht noch krank und ein geringes Einkommen
hab ich auch noch.“
3
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increase to above average amounts. However, according to the energy consultant from
Umweltberatung, most of her clients (about 80-85%) do not live in retro-fitted or new
buildings, often leaving them with poor insulation or wiring. She mentioned an example of a
building where the cables and pipes were so old, that whenever the inhabitants turned on the
gas stove the electricity would go out. This is likely an extreme example but it does illustrate
that such living conditions do exist in Vienna. Another issue frequently mentioned are broken
windows.
The second big challenge regarding living conditions is that of old appliances. A social worker
from Caritas criticised that there is a lot of talk about energy-efficient appliances, but it is
impossible for many people to afford an energy-efficient fridge, for example. For this reason,
Caritas has a cooperation with the Verbund, one of the major electricity providers in Austria,
to exchange appliances after having conducted an energy audit. This programme is
independent of the Wiener Energieunterstützung and runs in all of Austria.
An issue mentioned by several participants are contracts that are sold to clients at the
doorstep, in shopping centres or on the street. These often appear cheaper at first, as they
grant bonuses in the beginning, but may end up costing the customer more in the long run.
The power and energy grids are maintained by Wiener Netze, which belong to the same
parent company as Wien Energie, Wiener Stadtwerke. If those seemingly cheaper providers
do not pay the grid fees themselves, clients may end up with twice as many bills, one for the
energy consumed and one for the grid. This can also lead to higher bills than anticipated by
the customer upon signing the contract. Several of the interviewees called for better
regulation of these sales practices.
This goes hand in hand with another challenge often facing those seeking help through the
Wiener Energieunterstützung. Many are overwhelmed with the complexity of energy bills and
the energy system. It is even more complicated when households receive several bills because
their energy provider does not pay the grid fees. In that case, and if they also are late on the
payment, customers may be faced with at least two bills, from the provider and the grid, and
from several collection bureaus, too. Additionally, several interviewees criticised that energy
bills are only sent out once a year. Clients may be able to cope with their regular monthly
financial needs, but one big bill will push them over the edge to needing assistance. The yearly
energy bill is often not accounted for in the monthly budget and energy-inefficient behaviour
can continue for a long time before it is detected. Particularly people who have recently
arrived in Austria may not be used to the Austrian system, but rather to all-inclusive rent
contracts or more frequent billing. To many, the yearly energy bill can come as a financial and
often also emotional shock. Most interviewees argued that better plannability, for example
through a prepaid system, would alleviate some of the stress related to having an overview of
expenses and related to administrative challenges.
Linked to this is the question of consumer behaviour. All interviewees agreed that clients’
behaviour often contributes to high energy bills. For example, some people take long hot
showers instead of heating their flats, but the water is heated by an electric boiler, which is
more expensive than using central heating. Others may open their windows while heating the
flat, or use electric radiators. Therefore, changes in consumption behaviour can make a
difference, however, as all interviewees stressed, only in combination with other, more
structural measures. And it is very important that consumers are empowered to maintain an
overview over their consumption.
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4.2.

Wiener Energieunterstützung

Wiener Energieunterstützung is a programme by the City of Vienna to support vulnerable
inhabitants of Vienna in accessing adequate energy. It is mainly administrated by the
Magistrate for Health and Social Affairs (MA 40), but also includes a network of NGOs
supporting and consulting vulnerable households, and the Ombudsteam at Wien Energie. The
programme is funded by the Magistrate 20 (MA 20) for energy planning and energy efficiency.
It sponsors the energy audits and pays for the measures recommended as a result of the
audits, such as replacing broken windows. The funding also covers expensive major
installations, such as district heating, which can cost up to €3000. According to the
interviewees, a ‘Heizkostenzuschuss’ (heating allowance) of around €100 used to be paid out
annually to every recipient of certain social benefit programmes. Now, the support is much
more targeted and due to the infrastructural changes also has more long term benefits, as
argued by several interviewees.
One key aspect of the Wiener Energieunterstützung is the close and formalised cooperation
between different institutions. The next paragraph will give an overview of how the different
institutions cooperate. The subsequent paragraphs will introduce each institution in more
detail.
Parts of the Wiener Energieunterstützung are located within the framework of Hilfe in
besonderen Lebenslagen (Assistance in exceptional circumstances in life) where recipients of
social welfare (Mindestsicherung) can apply for one-off financial aid in exceptional
circumstances. When it becomes clear that energy access or energy bills are part of the
problem, social workers at the MA 40 will contact Wien Energie (if the client is a customer
there) in order to discuss further options, such as instalments or deferral of payment. With
the agreement of the client, the Ombudsteam at Wien Energie can provide more insights into
the bill and help to gain an overview of what is due. When energy bills seem exceptionally
high in relation to the size of accommodation or household, the social workers often
recommend an energy audit. With the agreement of the client, they contact the
Umweltberatung who conduct the audit. The consultants from Umweltberatung can also get
information about the energy bills from Wien Energie to gauge the extent of the problem. The
results of their audits and recommendations are passed back to the MA 40 who implements
the measures, such as repairing windows, installing district heating or replacing appliances.
These audits are paid for by the MA 20. In order to receive Hilfe in besonderen Lebenslagen
and financial support in implementing measures recommended by the energy audit, clients
need to receive social welfare benefits (Mindestsicherung) or have an income that does not
exceed the minimum standard by a lot.
The Caritas (like other NGOs in Vienna) also advises clients in difficult financial situations.
Similarly to the social workers at the MA 40, social workers at the Caritas contact the
Ombudsteam at Wien Energie to negotiate deferrals or instalments for their clients or they
refer their clients to the MA40 to get further assistance, such as Hilfe in besonderen
Lebenslagen.
All organisations that are involved with the Wiener Energieunterstützung are in constant
contact and once a year there is an exchange and networking meeting for the whole team.
This helps the social workers to understand newest developments in billing and the energy
market.
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4.2.1. The Ombudsteam at Wien Energie

Wien Energie is part of Wiener Stadtwerke, which is 100% owned by the City of Vienna (Wien
Energie, 2015). The Ombudsteam consists of several social workers and has served over 13
000 households since its establishment in 2011 (Schmidt, 2019).
The motivation, according to the social worker who helped with its establishment, was to
provide a service that would specifically target the most vulnerable consumers and connect
them to their energy provider and social services in Vienna. According to the social worker,
the attitude within the company is that it is the responsibility of a municipal enterprise that
all customers should be provided with energy. Since a municipal enterprise often attracts
more vulnerable customers, it has a special responsibility towards them and should not try to
get rid of them. However, Wien Energie is still a business enterprise that has to compete on
the energy market so that the Ombudsteam operates within the tension of “what is
economically necessary and socially appropriate”. 6
Vulnerable customers reach the Ombudsteam through several avenues. They are forwarded
by customer service or field service employees who notice that a household might be facing
specific challenges. The Ombudsteam also works closely with the MA 40 and social NGOs that
consult people in need, such as Caritas. Social workers at these organisations cooperate with
the Ombudsteam to find solutions for their clients. The Ombudsteam assesses the needs and
challenges of each individual customer in order to find a fitting solution for the customer’s
unique circumstances. While cancelling payments is not possible, there are several options
that can be offered to the client. Often, it can be helpful to defer the payment by a certain
time period. If the customer is in employment, it is common practice to receive a bonus once
or twice a year. Deferring the payment until this bonus is paid out can take the pressure off
the customer. A deferment can also be useful to provide the customer with time to take care
of other, more pressing financial obligations or to apply for the social benefits they might be
eligible for with the City. The social workers at the Ombudsteam also advise customers on the
different services offered by the MA40 that can support them in their specific life situation.
Another possibility is to pay the bill in instalments. As energy bills only arrive once a year, for
low-income households it can be too much to pay all at once. Very low instalments, sometimes
as low as 20€ every two months, can ease the pressure. Social workers assess the energy bills
and when they seem unnecessarily high they might advise an energy audit or to look for a new
flat.
The interviewee from Wien Energie emphasised that the approach is to take pressure off the
customers and to find a solution for the individual situation and needs of each customer. The
personal contact is an important factor to make customers feel understood and taken
seriously. Most consultations are on the phone, and before the restriction related to Covid-19
it was also possible to make appointments in person. She has the impression that customers
do not take advantage of the services by Wien Energie but are very determined to solve the
situation and to be able to pay their debts eventually. She argued that trying to solve the
situation together with the customer is a very different approach than threatening vulnerable
customers with lawyers or lawsuits: “You don’t threaten them with lawyers or lawsuits, but
you offer them possibilities. And they might say I can’t pay anything and then you ask them if
they think it can go on like this in their current flat. And that’s how it goes. It is a very different
Original quote in German: „wir agieren im Spannungsfeld des betriebswirtschaftlich Notwendigen und sozial
Angemessenen“

6
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kind of conversation.” 7 In her opinion, it also makes more sense from a business perspective,
as a lawsuit might cost more in the end than deferring payment for a limited period of time.
However, it needs to be noted that even when a solution for the financial situation can be
found, it does not mean that a customer has unlimited access to an adequate amount of
energy. When other circumstances are too challenging, it can mean that customers have to
restrict their consumption of energy to an amount that reduces their quality of life, for
example because they live in draughty or cold flats. “For some people the solution means that
I do not have access to energy for 24 hours a day on 365 days a year.” 8 In these cases there
need to be more structural changes in order to solve the situation, for example finding a new
flat or a higher income.
Overall, the interviewee from Wien Energie praised the culture and outlook on vulnerable
customers within the company. The awareness for this customer group exists with the
leadership and in all departments. When new practices or strategies are developed, the needs
of vulnerable customers are considered, for example those that might not have unlimited
internet access. As all departments know about the services of the Ombudsteam, customers
are forwarded to the Ombudsteam regularly. Furthermore, the social worker feels that she
can freely express criticism about certain practices within the company.
4.2.2. Magistrate 40 (Health and Social Affairs)

The MA 40 processes applications for Hilfe in besonderen Lebenslagen, a one-off financial
assistance for Viennese citizens that find themselves in financial struggles. They usually need
to be recipients of Mindestsicherung, the minimum standard of social welfare payments, or
have a payment that is equal or slightly above to the rate of Mindestsicherung.
Until 2013, the city paid a flat €100 to all recipients of social benefits once a year, with the aim
of covering the additional cost of the yearly energy bill. Since 2013, the MA40 administrates
the Wiener Energieunterstützung, which works with more individual measures and is part of
Hilfe in besonderen Lebenslagen.
When social workers process applications caused by high energy bills, they can contact the
Ombudsteam at Wien Energie. If the client does not receive his or her energy from Wien
Energie, the grid fees are still paid to Wiener Netze. Thus, the Ombudsteam can help at least
with this part of the bill. The MA 40 helps regardless of the energy provider of the client. The
Ombudsteam can provide a better overview about the outstanding bills and about a
customer’s consumption patterns. When energy consumption seems unusually high for the
number of people in the household or the size of the flat, social workers may recommend an
energy audit. The details of an energy audit will be described in more detail in the paragraphs
on the Umweltberatung. At the end of each auditing session, there is a list of
recommendations for infrastructure improvements (e.g. repairing windows or installing
district heating) and exchange of essential appliances (e.g. fridges). The MA 40 arranges the
Original quote in German: „Und man droht jetzt nicht mit Anwalt oder Mahnungen, sondern einfach das sind
die Möglichkeiten in dieser Situation. Wie können wir die Energie zusichern. Und dann sagen sie, ich hab
eigentlich gar nichts, was ich zahlen kann, und dann sage ich glauben Sie dass es dann so in der aktuellen
Wohnung so weitergehen kann, und so geht das dann. Das ist eine ganz andere Art der Gesprächsführung

7

Original quote in German: „Die Lösung heißt dann schon für gewisse Menschen, die so ein geringes
Einkommen haben, ich habe nicht an 365 Tagen für 24 Stunden die Energieversorgung.“

8
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implementation of these recommendations. Usually all recommendations can be
implemented. The payment goes directly to the workers fixing infrastructure or installing
appliances. It does not go through the clients themselves, even though they are encouraged
to get at least two quotations from craftsmen, in order to involve them in the process. The
interviewee from the MA 40 pointed out, that this programme is unique in this form in Austria
and also in Germany. In some places, assistance for energy bills is paid out flat to everyone, or
people receive vouchers that do not cover the whole amount of necessary infrastructural
changes.
4.2.3. Caritas

The social consultation service by the Non-profit Caritas mostly deals with challenges
regarding rent and threat of eviction, and energy bills. The aim is usually to advise people on
where they can get help and what their options are to solve their situation. For example, they
often recommend clients to apply for Hilfe in besonderen Lebenslagen with the MA 40. When
people come for a consultation, social workers look at the issue, or the cumulation of issues,
in depth. In certain circumstances, Caritas can pay off smaller debts for the client. If the issue
is related to an energy bill and the client is a customer of Wien Energie, the social worker will
contact the Ombudsteam in order to assess the severity of the problem and the amount that
is due. This relates to the above mentioned issue of knowledge and overview: especially if
there are several bills and, on top of those, collection notices, clients often lose the track of
the total amount that is due. After the this amount has been established, the social worker
and the Ombudsteam try to find a solution, together with the client. The social worker often
acts as the intermediary between Wien Energie and the client. The most common solution is
agreeing on instalments. The social worker tries to negotiate between what is doable for the
client and feasible for Wien Energie. However, the interviewee from Caritas pointed out that
clients tend to accept any offer because they are relieved that there is a (albeit temporary)
solution to their problem. The interviewee expressed very positive sentiments towards the
cooperation with the Ombudsteam and said that it would be great if other energy providers
would offer services that are similar in scale to those offered by the Ombudsteam at Wien
Energie.
4.2.4. Umweltberatung

The Umweltberatung (environmental consultancy) is the organisation conducting the energy
audits. These are usually recommended by social workers at the MA 40 and the auditors are
paid for by the MA 20 (Magistrate for Energy). After social workers at the MA 40 ask their
clients whether they would be interested in an audit, the energy auditors arrange for a
visitation at the client’s home. With the client’s agreement they also obtain their consumption
data from Wien Energie, if the client is a customer there. At the client’s home, the energy
auditors assess both, the client’s consumer behaviour and the infrastructure and living
conditions of the flat. Possible solutions can also roughly be grouped into those two
categories, as will be elaborated below. After the audit, the energy auditor sends a checklist
and recommended measures back to the MA40, which implements these measures. While
the overall aim of the audit is to increase energy-efficiency, not all measures might contribute
to that goal. When consultants find that clients are lacking access to basic needs, such as a
heating system or a refrigerator, they also recommend to make sure these basic needs are
met first.
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Regarding behaviour, the interviewee from Umweltberatung highlighted that changing
consumer behaviour can have a substantial impact on energy demand and saving energy. For
this, the Umweltberatung has informational flyers in different languages. There is a big focus
on teaching clients how to access information about their consumption, for example by
learning how to correctly read meters and how to keep track of consumption. The audit also
includes tips for establishing good habits and keeping them. To illustrate the importance of
energy-efficient behaviour, the auditor who was interviewed for this study will often sit down
with the whole family and calculate how much money could be saved. This is intended to
motivate all members of the household to contribute. Furthermore, the auditors also advise
on other topics concerning clients’ living situation, for example regarding rent and limitedterm rent contracts. Sometimes they will recommend joining a renters’ association. They
might also encourage clients to take up their rights as renters. When the issue falls clearly in
the responsibility of the landlord, but clients are on a limited-term contract, they can be afraid
to speak up and to demand changes. The auditors will encourage and advise them how to best
approach those who are responsible.
However, the interviewee also maintained that behavioural changes alone will not suffice. In
flats that are badly insulated or have broken windows, and when appliances are old and
energy inefficient the scope of action for inhabitants is limited. The Umweltberatung and MA
40 cannot take action on a building’s thermal insulation, but they can recommend exchanging
or fixing windows, installing heating systems or exchanging appliances.
The interviewee from the Umweltberatung stressed that the combination of changing
behaviour and implementing structural measures in the home is the key to improving clients’
situation.
4.2.5. Outreach

Due to the complexity of poverty and energy poverty it is not always easily recognisable that
people are energy poor. As energy poverty is often connected to other social issues and to
poverty in general, it is important that organisations working with vulnerable people in Vienna
are aware of the dimensions and manifestations of energy poverty and able to identify when
a client might need assistance. The network of social organisations working on the issue in
Vienna is crucial to reach as many of those who are potentially affected as possible. One of
the social workers stated: “As the word [energy poverty] indicates, I need experts from energy
provision and experts in poverty. And when they don’t work together, or are taken on board
or don’t deal with the topic then I can have as many definitions of energy poverty as I want.
Then it will be written on paper, we can measure it, we will have numbers and statistics, that
we can send to the EU, but we did not reach the people.” 9
Some clients directly reach out to the Ombudsteam. The social worker at Wien Energie
assumed that the contact is passed on through acquaintances. Recently, the contact details of
the Ombudsteam have also been made available on Wien Energie’s website. The website
provides a questionnaire for customers to assess their eligibility for the Ombudsteam’s
services. Another way to reach the Ombudsteam is through Wien Energie’s general customer
So wie das Wort sagt, brauche ich die Experten bei der Energieversorgung und da sind die Experten bei der
Armut. Und wenn die nicht zusammenarbeiten, oder nicht ins Boot geholt werden oder sich nicht mit dem
Thema auseinandersetzen, dann kann ich Definitionen über Energiearmut haben was ich will. Dann wird es am
Papier stehen, dann werden es alle messen können, da wird man Zahlen und Statistiken haben, die kann man
der EU schicken, aber bei den Menschen ist nichts angekommen.

9
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service. Employees at the customer service are trained to detect indications of energy poverty
and forward the customer to the Ombudsteam. However, as was stated by the social worker
at Wien Energie, since vulnerable customers usually do not expect that the company is able
to help them, many do not call customer service to begin with. The technical field service is
another important actor in identifying potentially vulnerable customers. As these employees
enter customers’ homes, they are better able to recognise difficult situations and especially
poor infrastructure. They will connect vulnerable clients with the Ombudsteam, too.
The interviewee also questioned how much an energy provider is obliged to seek out
vulnerable customers. With hundreds of thousands of customers, it is not easy to recognise
when there might be an issue. Irregularities in consumption (i.e. exceptionally high or low
consumption) can be due to a plethora of reasons, such as prolonged absence. Reaching out
to individual customers would exceed the Ombudsteam’s capacities and might not be needed
in most cases. Yet, the interviewee at Wien Energie said that all departments in the company
are aware of the issue and forward vulnerable customers and take the Ombudsteam’s
concerns into account.
Many customers are surprised that Wien Energie offers the services provided by the
Ombudsteam, according to the social worker at Wien Energie. They do not expect a private
company to be concerned with vulnerable clients’ issues. Therefore it is difficult for the
Ombudsteam to reach these clients directly. The shame clients might feel due to their
situation can prevent them from reaching out for help, especially to the energy provider.
Most clients get in contact with the Ombudsteam through other social institutions. Sometimes
they reach out to a social organisation due to other social or financial challenges they may be
facing, and during the consultation it turns out that energy bills or access are also an issue.
The social workers at those institutions then connect them to the Ombudsteam at Wien
Energie. Figure 1 illustrates the manifold ways through which an energy poor household can
receive help from the Ombudsteam and through the Wiener Energieunterstützung.

Figure 1: Wiener Energieunterstützung
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4.5.

Solutions

All interviewees frequently stated that in order to address energy poverty comprehensively
and sustainably, a mixture of measures, both on the structural and on the individual level,
would be necessary. Overall, there are certain structures and laws that allow people to fall
below the poverty line and into precarious living situations. Poverty leads to a range of issues,
access to energy being only one of them. The scope of action for the Ombudsteam and social
institutions is limited within the existing structures that perpetuate poverty. As one of the
interviewees argued “The wheel that you need to turn is the income of the people. You can
talk a lot about the need to do something about energy poverty and so on, but as long as the
standards are as they are now, and they did not really improve over the last few years, it is
difficult despite all efforts when smaller or bigger catastrophe’s arise.” 10
Interviewees proposed a range of solutions that can address both poverty and energy poverty.
One of the key demands of Caritas is a poverty check for all new laws, especially in light of the
Green Deal and forthcoming energy efficiency measures. This poverty check should take
needs and concerns of the most vulnerable into account and ensure that they are not
negatively affected. Another interviewee demanded that in general there need to be more
protections and solutions for the most vulnerable people who do not have a lobby to speak
for them.
All interviewees agreed that there should be a more holistic approach to solving the issue.
Looking at the individual household level, as is happening right now, is useful for tackling the
specific challenges the individual household faces at this moment. However, it is not
addressing the root structural causes that put the household into that position in the first
place. The social worker at MA40 pointed out that this is a missed opportunity. “We should
not just combat poverty, but also resource waste and carbon emissions”.11 She argued that it
would be beneficial to locate the Wiener Energieunterstützung not with the Hilfe in
besonderen Lebenslagen and the MA40 but on a more macro level that takes into account the
long-term and common benefits of energy efficiency measures. This would also make it easier
to justify the high expenses that some of the measures incur. She mentioned an example of
spending €10 000 on one single household, including installing district heating and
implementing other energy-efficiency measures. At first glance it may seem like a big amount
of money, but there are long term benefits, as living conditions in the flat have been improved
sustainably and a significant reduction of emissions has been achieved. The measures will
even benefit tenants that move into the flat after the recipients of the Wiener
Energieunterstützung have moved out.
As mentioned above, rent and living conditions most frequently came up as a core issue
related to energy poverty. All interviewees frequently argued that the most vulnerable should
not have to live in the most precarious living conditions. Certain conditions, such as broken
windows or old cables, should be unacceptable, even more so if it is housing provided by the
Original quote in German: Das Rad, wo man drehen müsste, ist halt das Einkommen von den Leuten. Man
kann immer viel darüber reden, dass man da was tun muss, bei Energiearmut und so, solange die Standards
halt die sind, die wir jetzt haben, und wo es in den letzten Jahren auch nicht wirklich besser geworden ist es
dann halt auch mit allen Bemühungen, allen Dingen, von kleinen oder größeren Katastrophen ist es halt immer
schwer dann.
11
Original quote in German: „Es soll also nicht nur eine Armutsbekämpfung sein, sondern auch eine
Bekämpfung von Ressourcenverschwendung und CO2 Ausstoß.“
10
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city (Gemeindebau). All interviewees called for more affordable housing that is also energy
efficient. This can be achieved through more strict government regulation of rents and by
improving the building stock. Energy-efficient retro-fitting of the housing stock, especially of
social housing, would eliminate many of the issues that vulnerable households currently face.
At the moment, rent regulation mostly happens through providing affordable housing by the
government and influencing the rental market in that way. Without stronger government
regulation and consistently increasing rents, low-income households are forced to move into
precarious flats with weak infrastructure, thus exposing them to the risk of energy poverty.
A second area of proposals refers to the way energy is provided in Vienna and the regulation
of the energy market. On the individual level, two of the social workers suggested prepaid
systems, which would allow households to be more in control of their spending, giving them
a better overview of their consumption and expenses. Wien Energie is also in the process of
developing an early warning system for potentially vulnerable customers, however the main
issue here are data protection laws. Also on the individual level, all interviewees agreed that
instalments and deferrals of payment are a useful way to take pressure off the individual
client.
On a more structural level, two of the interviewees criticised the practice of selling predatory
contracts at the doorstep or in malls. They mentioned several examples of clients being sold
unfavourable contracts. The problem is exacerbated if the client speaks little or no German.
Often these contracts seem cheaper at first but are more expensive in the long run. In
addition, Wien Energie is the only provider in Vienna with an Ombudsteam that cooperates
with other institutions. It would be useful to have similar services for other providers.
Finally, many proposals referred to issues related to a just transition to a carbon-free
economy. Taxes and fees are perceived to be too high for vulnerable people. One interviewee
called for an exemption from certain taxes for specific groups of households. Often vulnerable
households are not aware that they do qualify for certain exemptions. Furthermore, minimum
standards of income and social benefits need to be high enough to cover energy efficiency
measures. This is achieved through benefits or programmes like Wiener Energieunterstützung.
Furthermore, subsidies for energy-efficient measures should be structured in a way that they
also benefit the most vulnerable and prevent increasing rents. The energy consultant
suggested that, for example, certain subsidies could be tied to providing affordable housing
and to not increasing rents. The interviewee from Caritas also mentioned that a carbon tax
that is also applied to emissions from heating may affect vulnerable people
disproportionately, if they still have old heating systems. Therefore, a carbon tax should also
come with mechanisms to alleviate this burden, for example through programmes for
exchanging heating systems.
Table 1: Problems and Solutions to Energy Poverty in Vienna

Problem
Complexity of billing
system

Potential Solutions
Prepaid metres
Early warning system
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Status (suggestion,
planned, part of
Wiener
Energieunterstützung)
Currently available,
but not widely used

Inefficient appliances

Replace them with new, more
efficient appliances
Broken, draughty windows Replace or repair
Badly insulated buildings

Renovation or energy-efficient
Construction of new buildings

Availability of affordable
and energy-efficient
housing
Predatory contracts

Building more affordable housing
Linking subsidies for renovation to
affordability
Regulation, strengthening
consumer protection
Poverty Check of all Laws
Subsidies directly targeted at the
poorest

Climate mitigation
measures, such as Carbon
tax, affects the poorest
the most
4.6.

Currently being
developed by Wien
Energie
Part of Wiener
Energieunterstützung
Part of Wiener
Energieunterstützung
Renovation Strategy
by the Government,
this requires a more
structural approach
Suggestion by experts
Suggestion by experts
Demand by Caritas
Suggestion by experts

Sustainability of the programme and the measures

“Are these measures necessary? Yes! Will we solve the problem if we do more of the same?
No“! 12 With this statement, one interviewee succinctly summed up the impression that all
interview participants conveyed when asked about the sufficiency and sustainability of the
Wiener Energieunterstützung.
There has been no formal evaluation of the programme or the energy audits. Therefore it is
currently not possible to (quantitatively) assess how successful the programme is. As a proxy,
interviewees were asked if clients or customers come back often. However, it was pointed out
that clients not coming back may also have other reasons, such as not believing that there
could get any more help from a certain organisation.
Nevertheless, the interviewed experts were all confident that the programme overall was
working for individual households. One interviewee highlighted a major success factor as
looking at each case individually, assessing needs and capabilities and tailoring the help to the
clients directly. The aim of all organisations involved is making long-term changes and avoiding
quick fixes, such as covering a bill without addressing the situation that caused the financial
difficulties. For example, at Caritas, social workers assess whether the client has a prospect of
improving the situation. When there are uncertainties about residency in Austria, for example,
or extraordinarily high indebtedness, the social workers recommend other services. In order
to sustainably address the overall situation, Wien Energie might sometimes demand that an
energy audit is conducted, as it is clear that the issue will persist if consumption is not
decreased. However, the interviewee at Wien Energie pointed out, that the capacities of the
Wiener Energieunterstützung are limited. According to her, when the energy bill amounts to
Original Quote in German: Reichen die Maßnahmen? Sind sie notwendig? Ja! Würden wir das Problem
lösen, wenn wir noch mehr von demselben machen? Nein!
12
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a third of all expenses of a particular household, energy efficiency measures might not be
enough to solve the situation. Other issues need to be addressed, such as indebtedness or
distraint. While some sort of a solution is usually found, it might still mean that the customer
has to limit his or her energy use to a level that impacts day-to-day quality of life. The
capacities of this particular programme are limited and need to go hand in hand with other
support measures.
The social worker at the MA40 pointed out that clients may only feel the financial benefits of
some of the structural changes (exchanging appliances or repairing windows) in the long term.
She criticised the fact that the programme was too focused on individual households. There
should be a more holistic approach towards solving the issue structurally. This would also have
ecological benefits.
Both the interviewees from MA40 and the Caritas mentioned the ecological benefits of energy
efficient measures. They stressed that the measures offered by Wiener Energieunterstützung
do not only help individual households but also reduce the overall emissions and resource use
by the city. Therefore, a more universal approach and outlook should be applied to the
programme. If this aspect is acknowledged it is also easier for social workers to justify the
more expensive measures, such as installing district heating. The MA20 has an instrument
through which they were able to calculate that many tons of CO2 have been saved through
the programme, by infrastructural improvements and through exchanging appliances. It is
important to keep in mind the synergies and that energy poverty and resource waste and CO2
emissions can be addressed at the same time.

5. Discussion
5.1. Definition of Energy Poverty

The literature generally refers to energy poverty as a symptom of income poverty. Usually, a
condition for being defined as energy poor is to be below the below the at-risk-of-poverty line
of 60% of median income (see for example Matzinger et al., 2018; Statistik Austria, 2019). Not
all of those who are below the poverty line are also energy poor. Yet, all of the interviewees
agreed that poverty was one of the underlying conditions of energy poverty. Receiving social
benefits that provide a minimum standard of living (Mindestsicherung) is also usually a
condition to receive financial support in the framework of the Wiener Energieunterstützung.
They stressed that in order to tackle the issue of energy poverty at the core, income poverty
needs to be addressed more generally. Yet, energy poverty is fuelled by additional challenges,
such as chronic illness in the household or single parenthood. Often, as argued by the
interviewees, households may be coping with income poverty or low income, but one event
may push them over the line to being energy poor. One interviewee argued that someone
with an average income, but who lives in a poorly insulated building and is faced with an
extremely high energy bill may also be in need of assistance. This is similar to Brunner et al.
(2012) who establish different types of energy poor, inter alia those who are not objectively
fuel poor but live in badly insulated flats, so that they are at risk of slipping into objective
energy poverty. Brunner et al. (2012) also define the modest fuel poor, who are able to cope
with their daily lives most of the time, but are at risk to slip into energy poverty due to one
adverse life event. One interviewee warned that strict quantitative measurements can be
used to exclude these types of households, who are still in need of assistance. The
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organisations involved in the programme take a more individual approach to establish who is
in need of assistance, even though poverty is usually an issue.
The more individual approach to assessing who is in need of assistance is also an attempt to
be inclusive of the different manifestations of energy poverty. As is frequently mentioned in
the literature (see for example Matzinger et al., 2018; Pye et al., 2015; Ürge-Vorsatz & Tirado
Herrero, 2012) energy poverty can have two forms. On the one hand, there are households
who cannot pay their bills, but on the other hand some are disconnected from heating or
electricity or do not adequately heat their homes to prevent not being able to afford the bill.
Most quantitative definitions leave out this second dimension, while most of the interviewees
mentioned examples of those affected by this second form of energy poverty, for example the
family who lived without hot water for over half a year. While this might be an extreme
example, Brunner et al. (2012) mention several coping strategies that include heating only one
room, sitting in front of the radiator or spending most of the time in bed in order to save
energy. A recent study in Graz, which surveyed low-income households on their living
situation and energy habits. Over 60% of the low-income households indicated that they did
not always heat their homes to an adequate level to save money („sometimes“, “often”, or
“always”) (Energiearmut Und Wohnsituation von Haushalten Mit Geringem Einkommen in
Graz, 2020).
The EU SILC survey (Statistik Austria, 2019) asked in 2016 if respondents were able to
adequately heat their homes. 3% of all respondents claimed that they were not able to do so,
but 9% of those that fall below the poverty line. While this is a subjective definition, it gives
an indicator of how many people’s life quality might be impacted by the second manifestation
of energy poverty.
While the two dimensions of energy poverty are frequently mentioned in the literature, they
are not yet reflected in statistical measures of energy poverty. Statistik Austria (2019)
acknowledges the need for a more inclusive definition that takes into account subjective
perceptions of energy poverty, however, no statistical measure has been developed to date.
For the Wiener Energieunterstützung an individual approach has proven most useful to reach
the highest possible number of households in need. Yet, not all households who qualify for
assistance reach out to one of the institutions that are part of the programme. Furthermore,
the scope of action for the social institutions and the Ombudsteam is limited as long as income
poverty persists.
5.2. Reasons for Energy Poverty and Policy Solutions

The relationship between rental conditions and energy poverty does not emerge from existing
literature. However, all of the interviewees suggested that a competitive rental market and
limited term rental contracts are strongly connected to energy markets.
According to the interviewees, in the current conditions of the rental market in Vienna,
vulnerable households are forced to live in precarious conditions. While this is a challenge
related to income poverty and competitive housing markets, the frequency with which all
interviewees mentioned rent as a substantial challenge indicates that there is a strong
relationship to energy poverty, too. Limited term rental contracts lower a household’s
bargaining power vis-à-vis their landlord and decreases incentives to make structural
improvements to the flat.
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For policy makers this means that providing and creating affordable and energy efficient
housing can be a key strategy to combatting energy poverty. It needs to be considered that
for renovations and energy efficiency standards to make a difference, they need to be state
of the art (Ürge-Vorsatz & Tirado Herrero, 2012). One interviewee specifically suggested
linking subsidies for building and renovation to providing affordable housing. In the long-run,
this might be cheaper than providing financial assistance as housing renovation tackles one of
the root causes of energy poverty, rather than addressing the symptoms (Boltz & Pichler,
2014).
A majority of the literature names inefficient buildings as a main cause for energy poverty, in
addition to income poverty (e.g. Bouzarovski & Thomson, 2019; Chester, 2014; Ürge-Vorsatz
& Tirado Herrero, 2012). Similarly, interviewees confirmed that most of their clients live in old
buildings that are often badly insulated, have inefficient appliances, broken windows and old
wiring. Additionally, through the Wiener Energieunterstützung clients can also get gas heating
replaced by district heating, which is more energy efficient. The importance of building
renovation and energy efficiency is reflected in the number of policies that already exists at
the European and national level, such as the Energy Performance of Buildings Directive (2019),
the European Green Deal (2019) or the Austrian Long Term Renovation Strategy (2019).
High energy prices contribute to energy poverty, according to, inter alia, Boardman, (2010);
Chester (2014) and Thomson et al. (2017). One interviewee stated that energy poverty is often
the combination of low income, high consumption (due to energy inefficiency) and high prices.
Another interviewee argued that certain taxes and fees should be lower for vulnerable
consumers. However, energy prices did not come up as frequently as other issues.
Furthermore, interviewees agreed that low-income households living in well insulated flats
could usually cope with their energy bills. Ürge-Vorsatz & Tirado Herrero (2012) warn from
lowering energy prices as a policy. They argue that low energy prices can lead to energy
inefficient buildings, as can be witnessed in former Eastern European states such as Hungary.
Similar to the issue of prices, several interviewees mentioned predatory contracts that start
with a bonus and seem cheaper at first glance but are actually more expensive than the
existing contract of the household. If the person in the household dealing with energy
provision is not fluent in German, she might be especially susceptible to overpriced or
inadequate contracts. This issue is not mentioned in the literature and the evidence by the
interview participants is rather anecdotal. In order to assess the magnitude of the issue, more
research is necessary.
One of the main instruments of the Wien Energie Ombudsteam is agreeing to instalments and
deferrals. Interviewees at Wien Energie and the Caritas agreed that this was a good way to
take the immediate pressure off their clients and customers. Often it gives vulnerable
households the time to apply for further assistance, wait for a bonus payment or to spread
out the cost over a very long time. Brunner et al. (2012), on the other hand, argue that
instalments are useful to avert disconnection but often present a high financial burden. This
is reflected in the interviewees’ statements that for some households instalments can still
mean that their quality of life is impacted as they save money somewhere else to afford the
instalments. The social worker at Caritas suspects that some clients accept instalments of any
amount that he suggests because they are happy that there seems to be any kind of solution.
Also, as a consequence of a high energy bill, some households limit their energy consumption
drastically. Thus, while instalments are sufficient for some who can subsequently cope with
23

their payments, others need more assistance. They can only be a first measure to avoid
disconnection or indebtedness, but need to be complemented by other measures, such as
energy audits.
Social and personal challenges that come on top of income poverty are frequently mentioned
in the literature (see, for example, Boardman, 2010; Thomson et al., 2017). This is confirmed
by all interviewees as a contributing factor to energy poverty. Challenges include separation
from a partner, long-term unemployment or chronic illness of a household member.
In their study on energy poor households in Vienna, Brunner et al. (2012) found that the scope
of action to improve the situation through behavioural changes is very limited. On the other
hand, Boltz & Pichler (2014) argue that behavioural changes can substantially lower a
household’s energy consumption. In line with the latter, assessing and improving energy
consumption behaviour is a crucial part of energy audits by the Umweltberatung. All
interviewees argued that, to some extent, behavioural changes can reduce a household’s
energy consumption. Some of the strategies that households use to cope with energy poverty
can actually have the opposite effect, for example taking long, hot showers instead of using
central heating.
A crucial factor in encouraging and monitoring behavioural changes is to give a household
control over its energy consumption is a key component of helping a household coming out
of energy poverty. Existing literature does not deal with the issue of providing information
and empowering consumers by explaining energy bills, teaching them how to read meters and
providing counsel about the best contracts. Yet, this was a recurring theme in all interviews
and deemed as crucial by all interviewees.
Several of the interviewed social workers from different institutions argued that often the first
step in assisting a client is to help them get an overview of their energy bills and debts. As part
of the energy audit, counsellors instruct clients on how they can monitor their own
consumption, as they are often unaware of the amount of energy they consume and do not
know how to read a meter. Several of the interviewees criticised the fact that energy bills only
come once a year and therefore clients have no overview about their consumption. One
suggested a prepaid system, which will allow low-income households to monitor more closely
how much money is spent on energy. Wien Energie do offer prepaid meters, but they are
rarely used. The Court of Auditors suggests that this is because the costs of installing and
running these meters that fall onto the consumers. With the upcoming introduction of smart
meters, closer monitoring of energy consumption will be made easier (Rechnungshof
Österreich, 2020). However, the energy consultant warned that for some customers the smart
meter is too complicated.
It is important to empower customers to be in control of their consumption and their spending
on energy. Further research should investigate how to best structure the payment system and
what information is crucial to empower consumers to monitor their own habits.
Overall, interviewees stressed that the key to the programme’s success was the fact that it
combined a mix of different measures, namely behavioural changes in addition to long-term
changes in the housing infrastructure.
5.3. Sustainability of the Wiener Energieunterstützung and the Ombudsteam at Wien
Energie
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The Ombudsteam at Wien Energie is the company’s strategy to accommodate for the needs
of its most vulnerable customers. However, the measures at the disposal of the Ombudsteam
on their own would not be sufficient to end energy poverty sustainably. The scope of action
is limited to agreeing to instalments or deferring payments by a limited period of time. These
measures can only provide short-term financial relief and serve prevent disconnection or
indebtedness for the customers.
Pye et al. (2015) argue that this can be an important short-term measure for low-income
households, especially as structural measures can take longer to be implemented and even
longer until they become evident in lower energy bills. Similarly, an interview participant
argued that clients only feel the financial benefits of some of the measures that the Wiener
Energieunterstützung pays for, such as installing district heating, after a few years.
A key component of the success of the Ombudsteam’s work in helping its customers in a more
holistic way is the cooperation with the MA40 through the Wiener Energieunterstützung,
which arranges the energy audits, infrastructure improvements and appliance replacement.
Therefore, this thesis has focused on the Wiener Energieunterstützung in its entirety and
included all the organisations that are involved in it. Interviewees from all organisations
emphasised that the cooperation between the different organisations is effective and
valuable for their work. The cooperation does not only include finding solutions for clients but
also exchanging experiences and knowledge. For example, the Ombudsteam updates the
other organisations on new developments in the energy sector or in the billing processes of
Wien Energie. This is crucial for everyone in the programme to be able to most effectively
assist their clients. This cooperation happens on an institutionalised basis and does not
depend on personal connections between employees of the different organisations, which
adds to its effectiveness.
The measures of the Wiener Energieunterstützung intend to address the root causes of energy
poverty at the individual level. When a household seeks assistance at any of the involved
organisations, its individual need is assessed and the necessary measures are taken to prevent
the household to struggle with energy poverty in the future. This is achieved through
behavioural changes, which are described as having the potential to reduce energy
consumption to a certain extent (Boltz & Pichler, 2014). These are complemented by the
exchange of appliances, of heating systems or broken windows. According to the literature,
these are key strategies to reduce energy consumption and combat energy poverty (Thomson
et al., 2017; Ürge-Vorsatz & Tirado Herrero, 2012). The combination of both is a key factor in
achieving long-term improvements in the household’s situation.
Yet, as one of the interview participants argued, ideally these individualised measures would
not be necessary in the first place. The energy consultant expressed that it was the “goal that
the poorest no longer have to live in the most desolate flats”. 13 As of now, the Wiener
Energieunterstützung can only be reactive. It works with households that are already
struggling. All interviewees called for more preventative measures, which would require a
more macro and structural approach.
As income poverty is often a precondition to energy poverty, working towards raising incomes
in general would allow households to invest into energy efficient appliances or prevent them
Original Quote in German: „...unser höheres Ziel wäre schon, dass die, die eh am wenigsten haben, nicht in
den schlechtesten Objekten leben müssen.“

13

25

from having to move into low quality flats. Yet, Ürge-Vorsatz & Tirado Herrero (2012) argue
that financial measures alone are often expensive and not very effective. Extra income might
be spent on other needs than energy bills or on improving energy-efficiency. Thus, on its own
minor income improvements or one-off payments to assist with energy bills will not be
sufficient to address the root causes of the issue.
Through the Wiener Energieunterstützung the measures recommended after energy audits
are paid for directly. While this might initially cost more than giving financial support for
paying energy bills, it is likely that in the long term this will substantially reduce a household’s
energy consumption and therefore energy bills. Usually, structural measures reduce energy
consumption overall. Even if consumers increase the temperature for heating or use certain
appliances more, the rebound effect tends to be lower than the effect of energy efficiency
measures (Ürge-Vorsatz & Tirado Herrero, 2012).
A more macro-level and structural approach to fighting and preventing energy poverty would
provide the opportunity to fight poverty, energy poverty and emissions and resource waste at
the same time, as argued by an interviewee. The poorest and most vulnerable households
should not have to live in the most precarious living conditions. A broader approach will also
be needed in order to ensure that the transition to a carbon neutral economy is socially just.
As one interviewee argued, if there is a carbon tax that includes emissions from heating,
vulnerable households with old heating systems might be more affected than households that
have the means to install district heating or use renewable energy sources. On the other hand
combatting energy poverty offers high synergy effects with efforts to reduce CO2-emissions.
Retro-fitting buildings can lead to a reduction in energy needs for heating of 2-3 and up to
then, while for new buildings it can be substantially more (Harvey, 2010).
As one interview participant put it, ideally their services would not be needed because the
conditions that put vulnerable households into energy poverty would not exist in the first
place. Another argued that the measures are necessary and effective at the individual level
but will not end the problem of energy poverty. Through government regulation, renovation
and building of new, energy-efficient housing stock energy inefficient housing could be
eliminated. The City should especially focus on public housing (Gemeindebau) and increasing
its renovation rate. The effect on infrastructure energy efficiency of the Wiener
Energieunterstützung is limited as the measures do not include building insulation.

6. Conclusion
The conclusions reached in this thesis are based on purely qualitative research. The success,
sustainability and impact of the Wiener Energieunterstützung were assessed based on the
findings from interviews and the literature on energy poverty. In order to gain a better
understanding of the scale of the impact of the programme, a broader study including
quantitative measures would be necessary.
Thanks to an approach that includes financial, social, and infrastructural measures, the Wiener
Energieunterstützung and all participating organisations are successful at alleviating energy
poverty of many individual households in Vienna. The key factors for the success of the
programme are the individual approach to defining energy poverty, the variety of possibilities
to access help, and the institutionalisation of the programme and the cooperation between
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the different organisations. However, it needs to be noted that all of the interviewees stressed
that the programme is not sufficient to prevent energy poverty from occurring in the first
place.
A key success factor of the Wiener Energieunterstützung is its holistic approach to defining
energy poverty and the commitment to finding solutions that fit the specific needs of each
household or person. The programme assists households whose situation can be attributed
to both dimensions of energy poverty, those who cannot pay their bills and those who struggle
to satisfy their energy needs. For this, none of the organisations involved subscribe to strictly
quantitative definitions in order to avoid excluding households in need. However, a
precondition for financing of the measures by the City is to be a recipient of social benefits or
an income that does not or only slightly exceed the minimum standard provided by the
benefits (Mindestsicherung). Thus, being at risk of poverty is a condition to receiving help. The
MA 40, Caritas and Ombudsteam individually assess each client’s need and decide on the most
adequate measures to assist them. For some, instalments or deferment can be sufficient while
for others more long-term changes are needed. This approach is also beneficial for Wien
Energie as a company, because outstanding bills are usually paid eventually, without the need
to involve lawyers and collection offices.
An individual approach also ensures that a high amount of vulnerable households is reached.
The multitude of issues leading to energy poverty and the different life situations of vulnerable
people is accounted for by the fact that there are many entry points to receiving assistance
through the Wiener Energieunterstützung.
Households that struggle to pay their energy bills or to comfortably satisfy their energy needs
may come to the MA 40, the Caritas or directly approach the Ombudsteam to work out a
payment plan and potentially other kinds of solution. In addition, all social workers at these
institutions are trained to recognise signs of energy poverty even if the individual comes
seeking help for a different problem. Similarly, employees at the customer service and the
technical field service of Wien Energie are skilled in recognising certain issues and can forward
customers to the Ombudsteam. In other words, clients of the Wiener Energieunterstützung
can reach the programme through many different avenues. This reflects the complexity and
multi-layered nature of the issue. Through creating many ways of reaching potentially
vulnerable households, the Wiener Energieunterstützung ensures that it reaches the largest
possible amount of people.
Yet, as was pointed out both by interviewees as well as the Austrian Court of Auditors, an early
warning system would enable the company to recognise the issue even earlier. Such a system
is currently in the process of being established at Wien Energie.
Another key factor that contributes to the success of the Wiener Energieunterstützung is the
institutionalisation of the programme. Firstly, there is an official cooperation between all the
participating organisations, i.e. the MA 20, MA 40, Caritas, Umweltberatung and the
Ombudsteam at Wien Energie. They cooperate on finding the most appropriate solution for
each client, with each organisation filling a different role. In addition, there is an exchange of
information and experiences. Once a year, participating organisations meet up formally. This
way, social workers at the social institutions are always up to date with newest developments
on the energy market or billing practices of Wien Energie. This enables the social workers to
advise their clients more adequately. Another remarkable feature is the standing of the
Ombudsteam within the company Wien Energie and the parent company Wiener Stadtwerke.
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Firstly, social workers at the Ombudsteam have the permission to interfere in the billing and
payment process of the company, by deferring payments or agreeing on instalments, without
having to consult with a higher authority. According to the interviewee, there has never been
a measure that they have not been allowed to implement (as long as debts were paid
eventually). Other branches of the company that deal with customers, namely customer
service and technical field service are trained to recognise signs of energy poverty and can
recommend vulnerable households to contact the Ombudsteam. Furthermore, the
interviewee from Wien Energie stated that vulnerable consumers are considered when
changes in the operational part of energy provision are planned. The Ombudsteam is
consulted on how these changes, for example in the billing process, may impact their clients
and how they can be included.
The Wiener Energieunterstützung is also an official feature of the Hilfe in besonderen
Lebenslagen programme by the City of Vienna. As such, all expenses for energy audits,
replacement of appliances and repair and installation of new heating systems are covered by
the City. This is a unique approach, but beneficial for low-income households. Even covering
parts of the installation of new infrastructure or purchasing costs of new appliances.
While the programme is successful in alleviating the hardships associated with energy poverty
for numerous individual households in Vienna, it is not able to prevent energy poverty from
occurring. On the individual level it combines a variety of measures, for example changes in
consumption behaviour, providing information for households to understand their
consumption patterns and their bills, and long-term changes to equipment and, to some
extent, infrastructure. Its nature is reactive rather than preventative and proactive. It can only
work with households that already suffer from energy poverty. Furthermore, the scope of
action is limited. Households that face high debts or whose infrastructural conditions are too
dire will not be completely be lifted out of energy poverty if their financial and living situation
does not substantially change. In line with this, all interviewees stressed the importance of a
more holistic, macro level approach. There are three key areas, in which structural changes
can work towards preventing energy poverty from occurring:

A) Energy poverty is a consequence of overall income poverty. Most interviewees emphasised
the fact without raising the living standard of the most vulnerable in Vienna, it will be difficult
to prevent energy poverty from occurring. Even when households receive assistance, it cannot
be guaranteed that they can access an adequate amount of energy.
B) The availability of affordable housing that is also energy-efficient needs to be increased. As
long as poor households are forced to move into precarious flats, they will face challenges
related to disproportionately high energy consumption. This can be prevented through two
main avenues: firstly, the City can more strictly regulate and monitor the conditions of
dwellings that are permitted to be on the market. This includes strengthening the situation of
limited-term renters vis-à-vis their landlords.
Secondly, the City can provide affordable housing either through its own programmes or by
linking subsidies for new buildings to providing affordable housing.
C) A renovation programme should prioritise low-income households, which comes at no
additional costs to those households. This programme should include insulation, but also
installing efficient and climate-friendly heating systems. This would not only improve the living
situation for the most vulnerable citizens of Vienna, but also significantly reduce CO2emissions in the city. This way, the City can capitalise on the synergy effects of ending energy
poverty and mitigating climate change.
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The proposed measures are not unique to Vienna. While the situation in the more rural federal
states (Bundesländer) of Austria may be different, the key principles of an individualised
approach still apply. Furthermore, the need to initiate structural changes to poverty, rent, and
renovations is likely the same in other federal states and independent of rural or urban areas.
According to the Austrian Energy Efficiency Law, all energy providers above a certain size
should have an Ombudsteam like that at Wien Energie. According to the interviewees,
however, the approach by the Ombudsteam in Vienna is quite unique. The Austrian Court of
Auditors also presents the examples of Energie Graz (Styria) that has several approaches to
assisting energy poor households and Energie Wels (Upper Austria) that is not legally required
to have an Ombudsteam due to its small size but offers comprehensive customer service. It
would be beneficial if more energy providers offered services like Wien Energie. However, it
only works in combination with a strong cooperation of all social institutions involved and
more preventative measures need to be initiated.

29

Bibliography
Aberbach, J., & Rockman, B. (2002). Conducting and Coding Elite Interviews. Political Science,
35.
Boardman, B. (2010). Fixing fuel poverty: Challenges and solutions. Earthscan.
Bogner, A., & Menz, W. (2009). The Theory-Generating Expert Interview: Epistemological
Interest, Forms of Knowledge, Interaction. In A. Bogner, B. Littig, & W. Menz (Eds.),
Interviewing Experts (pp. 43–80). Palgrave Macmillan UK.
https://doi.org/10.1057/9780230244276_3
Boltz, W., & Pichler, F. (2014). Getting it Right: Defining and Fighting Energy Poverty in
Austria (No. 2; The ICER Chronicle, pp. 19–24). International Confederation of Energy
Regulators.
Bouzarovski, S., & Thomson, H. (2019). Addressing Energy Poverty in the European Union:
State of Play and Action. European Energy Poverty Observatory.
Brunner, K.-M., Spitzer, M., & Christanell, A. (2012). Experiencing fuel poverty. Coping
strategies of low-income households in Vienna/Austria. Energy Policy, 49, 53–59.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.enpol.2011.11.076
Chester, L. (2014). Energy Impoverishment: Addressing Capitalism’s New Driver of
Inequality. Journal of Economic Issues, 48(2), 395–404.
https://doi.org/10.2753/JEI0021-3624480213
Dorussen, H., Lenz, H., & Blavoukos, S. (2005). Assessing the Reliability and Validity of Expert
Interviews. European Union Politics, 6(3), 315–337.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1465116505054835
Energiearmut und Wohnsituation von Haushalten mit geringem Einkommen in Graz. (2020).
Joanneum Research Life.
Energy performance of buildings directive, (European Union 2019).
https://ec.europa.eu/energy/en/topics/energy-efficiency/energy-performance-ofbuildings/energy-performance-buildings-directive
European Commission. (2019). Communication from the Commission to the European
Parliament to the European Parliament, the European Council, the European
Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions.
European Commission. (2020). Europe’s moment: Repair and prepare for the next
generation. https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_940
European Energy Network. (2019). EnR Position Paper on Energy Poverty in the European
Union. European Energy Network.
Federal Ministry Republic of Austria, Ministry for Sustainability and Tourism. (2019).
Integrated National Energy and Climate Plan for Austria.
Fusch, P., & Ness, L. (2015). Are We There Yet? Data Saturation in Qualitative Research. The
Qualitative Report, 20(9), 1408–1416.
Global 2000. (2020). Analyse der Österreichischen Long Term Innovation Strategy.
Harvey, L. D. D. (2010). Energy and the new reality 1: Energy efficiency and the demand for
30

energy services. Earthscan.
Jamasb, T., & Meier, H. (2010). Energy Expenditure and Income Groups: Evidence from Great
Britain (Cambridge Working Papers). repository.cam.ac.uk
Just Transition Centre. (2017). The Imperative of a Just Transition. ITUC, OECD, TUAC.
Kvale, S., & Brinkmann, S. (2015). InterViews: Learning the craft of qualitative research
interviewing (Third edition). Sage Publications.
Lewis, J., & Ritchie, J. (2012). Generalising from Qualitative Research. In Qualitative Research
Practice (pp. 263–286). Sage Publications.
Matzinger, S. (2019). Energiearmut effektiv bekämpfen – ein vielschichtiges Phänomen
fordert mehrdimensionale Antworten. AW Blog. https://awblog.at/energiearmuteffektiv-bekaempfen/
Matzinger, S., Heitzmann, K., & Dawid, E. (2018). Studie zur Eruierung einer Definition von
Energiearmut in Österreich aus Sicht der sozialwirt- schaftlichen und
energiewirtschaftlichen Praxis. Bundesministerium für Arbeit, Soziales, Gesundheit
und Konsumentenschutz.
Mayring, P. (2000). Qualitative Content Analysis. Forum: Qualitative Social Research, 1(2).
OECD. (2019). Fossil Fuel Support Country Note-Austria. OECD.
Palinkas, L. A., Horwitz, S. M., Green, C. A., Wisdom, J. P., Duan, N., & Hoagwood, K. (2015).
Purposeful Sampling for Qualitative Data Collection and Analysis in Mixed Method
Implementation Research. Administration and Policy in Mental Health and Mental
Health Services Research, 42(5), 533–544. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10488-013-0528y
Pye, S., Dobbins, A., Baffert, C., Brajkovic, J., Grgurev, I., De Miglio, R., & Deane, P. (2015).
Energy poverty and vulnerable consumers in the energy sector across the EU: analysis
of policies and measures. Insight_E.
Rechnungshof Österreich. (2020). Energiewirtschaftliche Maßnahmen gegen EnergiearmutBericht des Rechnungshofes.
https://www.rechnungshof.gv.at/rh/home/news/Rechnungshof_prueft_Bekaempfun
g_von_Energiearmut.html
Regierungsprogramm 2020. (2020). Die neue Volksparti, Die Grünen - Die Grüne Alternative.
Schmidt, C. (2019, Spring). Kein Geld für Strom und Heizung: Wenn Armut zu Dunkelheit und
Kälte führt. https://www.derstandard.at/story/2000094457203/wenn-armut-zudunkelheit-und-kaelte-fuehrt
Statistik Austria. (2019). Energiearmut in Österreich- Haushaltsenergie und Einkommen
Mikrozensus Energie und EU-SILC – Statistical Matching. Statistik Austria.
Thomson, H., Bouzarovski, S., & Snell, C. (2017). Rethinking the measurement of energy
poverty in Europe: A critical analysis of indicators and data. Indoor and Built
Environment, 26(7), 879–901. https://doi.org/10.1177/1420326X17699260
Trinczek, R. (2009). How to Interview Managers? Methodical and Methodological Aspects of
Expert Interviews as a Qualitative Method in Empirical Social Research. In A. Bogner,
B. Littig, & W. Menz (Eds.), Interviewing Experts (pp. 203–216). Palgrave Macmillan
31

UK. https://doi.org/10.1057/9780230244276_10
Ürge-Vorsatz, D., & Tirado Herrero, S. (2012). Building synergies between climate change
mitigation and energy poverty alleviation. Energy Policy, 49, 83–90.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.enpol.2011.11.093
Wien Energie. (2015, December 3). Wien Energie und Wiener Netze – wer ist für was
zuständig? Wien Energie Blog. https://www.wienenergie.at/blog/wien-energie-undwiener-netze-wer-ist-fuer-was-zustaendig/

32

Annex A – Questionnaire for Interview Study
A: Allgemein: für alle
Kurze persönliche Vorstellung, kurzer beruflicher Hintergrund, welche Position in der
Organisation, wie lange schon dort tätig.
1. Bitte erzählen Sie mir von Ihrer Organisation und Ihren Aufgaben: In welchem
Zusammenhang hat Ihre Organisation mit energiearmen Menschen zu tun? Wie arbeiten
Sie selbst mit diesen Menschen zusammen: was ist dabei Ihre Aufgabe (Information,
Beratung, Hilfestellungen, …)?
2. Wie definieren Sie in Ihrer Organisation Energiearmut?
a) Welche Kriterien wenden Sie an um potentiell Betroffene zu identifizieren?
3. Wie erhalten Ihre KundInnen / KlientInnen Zugang zu Ihrer Einrichtung?
a) Erreichen Sie mehr die Menschen die ihre Rechnung nicht bezahlen können oder
auch solche die nicht ausreichend heizen und Strom benutzen können?
b) Versuchen Sie, aktiv Betroffene ausfindig zu machen? Wenn ja, wie?
4. Welche Menschen kommen zu Ihnen? Können Sie mir mehr über die demographischen
Merkmale erzählen (Familienstand, ethnischer/Migrationshintergrund, Alter, Ausbildung
etc.)?
a) Was sind die Hauptgründe für Energiearmut (Einkommen, Gebäude, Geräte etc.)
B: Wien Energie
1. Können Sie einen „typischen“ (durchschnittlichen) Beratungs-/Informations/Hilfestellungsverlauf beschreiben, damit ich mir Ihre Arbeit besser vorstellen können?
Was sind die einzelnen Beratungsschritte während des Gesprächs?
2. Welche Maßnahmen stehen Ihnen zur Verfügung um den Menschen zu helfen?
3. Wie weit können Sie individuell auf die Bedürfnisse der einzelnen KlientInnen eingehen?
4. Wie lange arbeiten Sie mit den KlientInnen durchschnittlich zusammen?
5. Kommen KlientInnen wieder? Wie oft passiert das? Nach welchem Zeitraum?
6. Wie funktioniert die Zusammenarbeit mit anderen sozialen Einrichtungen?
a. Leiten Sie die Menschen an die Einrichtungen weiter? Werden Menschen an Sie
weitergeleitet?
b. Inwiefern tauschen Sie sich mit den einzelnen Organisationen aus?
c. Sprechen Sie sich auch mit Hinsicht auf die Maßnahmen ab?
7. Haben Sie das Gefühl dass Ihre Maßnahmen langfristig wirken?
a. Die wissenschaftliche Literatur ist sich relativ einig, dass finanzielle Mittel nicht
ausreichen, um Energiearmut nachhaltig zu bekämpfen. Haben Sie das Gefühl,
dass Ihre Maßnahmen wirken?
b. Was sind die größten Hindernisse bei der Bekämpfung von Energiearmut in
Wien?
8. Das Energieeffizienzgesetz verpflichtet österreichische Energieversorger dazu, den
Energiebedarf bei den Verbrauchern zu senken. Was unternimmt Wien Energie in dieser
Hinsicht? (mehr für Öffentlichkeitsarbeit)
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9. Wenn Sie könnten, welche Maßnahmen und Gesetze würden Sie zur Eindämmung der
Energiearmut in Wien und Österreich einführen?
C: Caritas, Umweltberatung
1. Können Sie einen „typischen“ (durchschnittlichen) Beratungs-/Informations/Hilfestellungsverlauf beschreiben, damit wir uns Ihre Arbeit besser vorstellen können?
a. Schritt für Schritt: Sie merken ein Klient hat Probleme mit der Energieversorgung.
Was passiert?
2. Welche Maßnahmen stehen Ihnen zur Verfügung um den Menschen zu helfen?
3. Wie weit können Sie individuell auf die Bedürfnisse der einzelnen KlientInnen eingehen?
4. Wie lange arbeiten Sie mit den KlientInnen durchschnittlich zusammen?
5. Kommen KlientInnen wieder? Wie oft passiert das? Nach welchem Zeitraum?
6. Wie funktioniert die Zusammenarbeit mit Wien Energie?
a. Leiten Sie die Menschen an Wien Energie weiter? Werden Menschen an Sie
weitergeleitet?
b. Inwiefern tauschen Sie sich mit den einzelnen Organisationen aus?
c. Sprechen Sie sich auch mit Hinsicht auf die Maßnahmen ab?
7. Arbeiten Sie auch mit anderen Energieversorgern zusammen?
a. Ist das Problem bei allen Energieversorgern ähnlich groß?
8. Haben Sie das Gefühl, dass mit den aktuellen Maßnahmen Energiearmut effektiv
eingedämmt werden kann?
a. Maßnahmen der Caritas
b. Maßnahmen allgemein
9. Wenn Sie könnten, welche Gesetze oder Maßnahmen zu Bekämpfung der Energiearmut
würden Sie einführen?

D: MA40
1. Wie groß schätzen Sie das Problem der Energiearmut in Wien ein?
2. Welche Maßnahmen haben Sie zur Verfügung um Energiearmut einzudämmen?
3. Welche Maßnahmen trifft die Stadt noch, um Energiearmut einzudämmen?
4. Wo wohnen die meisten Menschen die von Energiearmut betroffen sind? In
Sozialwohnungen oder in privaten Wohnungen?
5. Gibt es Pläne in Wien, Wohnhäuser thermisch zu sanieren?
6. Wenn Sie könnten, welche Maßnahmen und Gesetze würden Sie in Wien und Österreich
einführen, um Energiearmut einzudämmen?
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Annex B – Categories in Quantitative Content Analysis
These categories were established during the process of analysing the expert interviews.
They are listed in alphabetical order.
•

Cooperation between Organisations
o Exchange and Networking
o Assisting Clients

•

Definition of Energy Poverty
o Criticism of existing definitions
o General

•

Dimensions of Poverty
o How it affects people’s daily lives

•

Energy Market in Austria and Vienna

•

Funding

•

Outreach

•

Processes of Wiener Energieunterstützung
o 1. Caritas
 Cooperation with Verbund
 Solutions offered by the organisation
• Financial support
• Information and empowerment
• Types of issues
o 2. MA 40
 Solutions offered by the organisation
• Audits
• Financial
o 3. Umweltberatung
 Solutions offered by the organisation
• Information and empowerment
• Infrastructure improvements
o 4. Wien Energie
 Approach to Energy Poverty
 Solutions offered by the organisations
• Deferral
• Information
• Installments
• Outlook on working with clients

•

Reasons for Energy Poverty
o Consumer behaviour
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o
o
o
o
o

o

Difficult circumstances in life
Energy price
Income Poverty
Knowledge and access to information
Living conditions
 Appliances
 Buildings and insulation
 Knowledge about energy efficiency etc.
 Rent contracts and limited rent contracts
Migration

•

Solutions in General
o Building Stock
o City-wide approach
o Financial, just transition
o Information and empowerment
o Installments and deferrals
o Policy and laws
o Structural
 General
 Poverty

•

Sustainability of the measures
o General
o Ecological considerations
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