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Terms
Energy Security

◦ consistent access to enough of the kinds of energy needed for a healthy and safe life in the geographic 
area where a household is located.



Energy Insecurity Measure

• Energy Security

• Home is adequately heated/cooled with appropriate appliances and no 

turn off notices

• Moderate energy insecurity

• Threatened turn-off of utilities because of non-payment

• Severe energy insecurity

– Gas or electricity turned off or oil not delivered because of non-payment

– Home was not heated or cooled >1 day; or

– Home was heated with a cooking stove (unsafe methods)



Energy insecurity and health

Early childhood Adulthood/Senior Years

Poor overall health
Hospitalization risk
Risk of developmental 
delays

Cook et al., 2008; Hernandez, 2016, Knowles et al., 2016, Jessel, et al., 2019 

Poor overall health
Poor mental health
Chronic disease 
exacerbation
Poor Sleep
Stroke
Mortality

Who is most at risk?

Children and infants, seniors, and people with obesity and 
chronic diseases, e.g. cardiovascular, renal, and metabolic 

diseases

Childhood/ Adolescence

Asthma exacerbation
Poor sleep
Depression
Externalizing behavior
Noise exposure
Academic challenges



Energy Insecure Families More Likely to 
Have Additional Stressors
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Energy insecurity & Food insecurity
“Heat or Eat”

Food insecurity: inadequate access to enough 
food for a healthy and active life
• Household food insecurity

• Child food insecurity

• Health risks 2.37
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Dimensions of energy insecurity
1. Economic: Financial hardship associated with the cost of energy relative to 

income and other expenses.

2. Physical: Deficiencies in the physical infrastructure of the home environment 
that impact thermal comfort, induce harmful indoor exposures and increase 
energy costs.

3. Behavioral: Behavioral strategies used to cope, improvise and counteract the 
impacts of economic and structural energy insecurity

Consequences: environmental exposures (heat/cold stress, hazardous exposures 
(CO2; fires); health issues (e.g. mental health/stress, asthma triggers); social (fear 
of separation from children, family disruption, residential instability**) Hernandez, 2016



Accountable Health 
Communities –
Center for Medicare 
& Medicaid Services



No good national data…
Not nationally tracked

Traditionally combined with housing 
costs – difficult to tease apart

“Double burden”: housing + energy 
insecurity

Approximately 15% nationally –
disconnection notice; 3% service 
disconnection (2015)
• Disparities by income: 
• <$20,000 8% 
• >$60,000 <1%

Most likely to receive disconnection 
notice:

• Black or Hispanic

• Lower educational attainment

• Mobile home

• Renter

• Rural

• Housing built before 1980

• Children in Home

Hernandez, 2022



Why differences by race/ethnicity?
Inequities in income, wealth gaps (intergenerational wealth accumulation), 
redlining & ongoing residential segregation by price

On average: older homes, energy inefficient, structural problems, 
outdated/inefficient appliances, faulty energy systems

Renters: landlords may not be investing in upgrades (neglect; but also 
prohibitive cost)

Result:

Disproportionate burden of energy insecurity AND related poor health outcomes



Karpman, et al., 2020
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Headlines



Solutions Within Reach!
1. Letter from physician – shutoff prevention

a) But arrearages still accrue!

2. Privately funded fuel assistance (charity)

3. LIHEAP funding
a) Effective & underfunded and reaches a fraction of those eligible

4. Weatherization Assistance Program
a) Effective & underfunded

5. Housing design & retrofitting 

And… Cross sector alignment of solutions for housing, energy, 
and climate mitigation



Thank you!

sedc@bu.edu

www.childrenshealthwatch.org

“I have shut-off bills all over the place. […] I got it from the gas company. I got one from the 
water department. I got one from the [electricity] department, and I don’t have any phone in the 
house. Trust me: I got a shut-off bill from everybody. So it’s hard because I don’t like to live like 
that. I hate being scared. I hate getting up in the morning and hearing that drilling noise [from 
the utility company]. I’m like, “Oh my God, that’s for me! […] They’re gonna shut this off.”

Knowles et al., 2016 


