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Gender aspects of energy poverty 
This year, International Women's Day is being celebrated in the context of Russia's war in Ukraine. By threatening 
energy shortages, the conflict has exacerbated the inflationary effects of the post-pandemic recovery, leading to 
a cost-of-living crisis in Europe. Parliament's Committee on Women's Rights and Gender Equality (FEMM) is 
marking the day with a meeting with national parliaments on 1 March 2023. On the agenda: the impact of rising 
energy prices on women and potential measures to mitigate it. 

Background 
Russia's war on Ukraine has created a serious risk of gas and oil supply shortages on the EU market. Although 
this risk has not yet materialised, its threat has led to rising energy prices and a higher cost of living. 
Potentially persistent inflation is exacerbating previous trends relating to the post-pandemic recovery. As 
a result, more and more people are under increased financial pressure and at greater risk of energy poverty. 
In the long term, the EU's green transition also risks pushing energy prices up and thus inflicting poverty on 
the most vulnerable. 

Gender-differentiated impact of the energy crisis 
However incomplete the picture provided by existing disaggregated gender data on energy poverty in the 
EU, it shows women to be at a disadvantage. According to Eurostat data, already before the ongoing crisis, 
in 2021 6.9 % of all households in the EU were in arrears on their utility bills, and 6.4 % declared that they 
were unable to keep their homes warm. In 2020, almost 15 % of all households were living in homes with 
leaks, broken roofs or rot. Households with children headed by a single adult have been the hardest hit by 
the rising energy prices. Eurostat statistics from 2021 showed that 83 % of such single-parent households 
are led by women. A Eurofound survey from spring 2022 confirmed these trends. It found that the share of 
women who were late in paying their energy bills surged in the spring of 2022, and that single women and 
single mothers were more likely than other groups to struggle to pay their energy bills. 

Factors of energy poverty 
Energy poverty is compounded by existing inequalities among men and women, particularly those relating 
to income: the gender pay gap; the gender pension gap; and women's more limited possibilities to work 
compared with men because of their disproportionate burden of care for children and other close relatives. 
Women are also over-represented in relatively low-paying sectors, such as care, health and education, and 
in part-time work. All these factors make them more vulnerable to the energy crisis, which has had a severe 
impact on anyone living on a low income. 
Age too plays a big role in women's vulnerability to energy poverty. With women in the EU generally living 
longer than men (an age gap that in some EU Member States reaches up to 10 years) and often receiving 
lower pensions, they are at an increased risk of energy poverty. Age also makes people particularly sensitive 
to the cold and exposes them to increased health risks. 
At household level, women address and experience energy scarcity differently from men. Women have a 
more dramatic perception of the current cost of living crisis in general, tending to have higher inflation 
expectations. The higher share of energy costs in women's total income reduces their financial capacity to 
build an autonomous existence, an important issue for those who want to flee abusive partners. The risk of 
energy poverty compounds the negative impacts that successive crises have had on women all over the 
world, stopping progress on gender equality. Higher energy prices together with other factors could 
contribute to a protracted economic crisis, where persistent inflation is coupled with a possible economic 
recession. This scenario could affect women more severely than men, not least because they do more part-
time work and women-owned businesses are likely to be smaller than men's;; small businesses have already 
been seriously affected by the pandemic. 
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Measures taken by Member States 
Member States have tried to mitigate the impact of rising energy prices on the general population, and in 
certain cases specifically on the most vulnerable. According to a 2022 report by Eurofound, EU Member 
States' preferred methods of support to deal with high energy prices are reduced tariffs and cash benefits. 
Twenty-one Member States had reduced tariffs, and 21 (but not all the same) were providing cash benefits 
at the time when Eurofound drafted the report. In total, 26 Member States were applying at least one of 
these two types of measures. Some of the measures were long-term while others consisted of one-off 
emergency support. In some countries, these measures targeted vulnerable groups, while in others they 
were provided to all households, as a rule. However, social measures targeting vulnerable groups at risk of 
energy poverty, such as social tariffs, block pricing, rebates and income support, do not sufficiently factor 
in the fact that low-income groups habitually live in poorly insulated homes and therefore have higher 
energy needs. Measures to facilitate the EU's current ambition for a green transition have been designed to 
compensate for this. According to the Eurofound report mentioned above, green transition-facilitating 
measures, such as household retrofitting schemes, measures to improve energy efficiency and other 
incentives, are, in a number of EU countries (Belgium, Cyprus, France, Greece, Ireland, Lithuania, the 
Netherlands, Portugal), directly targeted at vulnerable groups. 
The local and regional levels have an important role to play as well. In January 2022, the European 
Committee of the Regions adopted an opinion on Gender equality and climate change, which 
acknowledged 'that energy poverty disproportionately affects women due to structural inequalities in 
income distribution, their socioeconomic status and the gender care gap'. It underlined the need to tackle 
energy poverty at all levels of governance, by using various public policy instruments, taking into account 
both energy efficiency and social protection issues. 

EU action 
EU legislation in the area of energy (for instance the 2019 revised Electricity Directive and the 2009 Gas 
Directive) addresses the risk of energy poverty in general, imposing an obligation on Member States to keep 
track of the number of households in energy poverty and to protect vulnerable electricity and gas 
customers. EU rules do not, however, explicitly envisage a gender-specific approach. 
A comprehensive approach – one that goes beyond the measures taken and is aimed at alleviating the 
direct impact of rising energy prices on women – necessarily entails tackling structural inequalities, 
particularly in income, between women and men. EU action has historically made a difference in this 
important area, and ongoing proposals, such as the adoption of the proposed EU pay transparency directive 
(which is presently in the legislative pipeline), could represent further important steps. 
Mainstreaming gender in EU funding, particularly with respect to energy-related projects, is another axis of 
action. Examples include the EmpowerMed project (Empowering Women to Take Action against Energy 
Poverty, 2019-2023), which the EU funded through the Horizon 2020 programme with the aim of tackling 
energy poverty in the EU Mediterranean coastal areas. The project has had a particular focus on women, 
gender and health, empowering over 10 000 vulnerable people to manage their energy consumption. 
The issue of energy poverty plays a role in EU green transition measures as well. The Energy Efficiency 
Directive (EED) requires Member States to implement a share of national energy efficiency measures as a 
priority among vulnerable households, including those affected by energy poverty. Overall, however, there 
is room to improve the gender dimension of the EU's green transition measures. 

European Parliament position 
In its resolution of 5 July 2022 on women's poverty in Europe, the European Parliament underlined that women's 
poverty increases the risk of energy poverty, among other risks, and that policy measures tailored specifically to 
single parents are needed. It further stressed 'that access to affordable utilities must be guaranteed to low-
income households, and in particular older women and single mothers'. The FEMM committee, in its 2021 
opinion on the proposal for a directive on energy efficiency, called on Member States to adopt specific measures 
to combat the feminisation of energy poverty and include all in the green transition.  
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