
 

 

Objectives of this rapid review  

The extent and impact of energy poverty and 
deprivation are high on governments’ agenda. These 
impacts are particularly acute for low-income 
households, who may have less financial flexibility to 
afford energy and employ efficiency remedies. The 
homes that they reside in may also be less energy 
efficient for other reasons, including housing quality, 
split incentives and strata governance issues. While 
some policies and programs exist, how effectively 
they assist in addressing these various issues is less 
widely known. Given the vast numbers of potentially 
relevant primary sources, there is a need to identify 
most relevant, reliable and unbiased secondary 
studies on this topic using systematic or meta-
analytic methodologies. 

The main objective of this rapid systematic review is 
to synthesise knowledge from secondary literature 
employing systematic review and meta-analytic 
approaches on the mix and effectiveness of policy 
and program options for improving the energy 
efficiency of the homes in which low-income 
households reside. The commissioned review 
question fits more with the scoping/mapping review 
definition than with classical rapid review. However, 
given the methodology used to find, screen and 
assess the studies, the “rapid review” label is also 
appropriate. Rapid reviews generally use simplified 
systematic review methodology to accelerate the 
review process, while still trying to minimise the risk 
of bias. 

Key findings of this rapid review 

Ten review studies were included. Evidence on 
energy efficiency intervention programs has mainly 
come from the UK, followed by New Zealand, 
western Europe and Latin America; very seldomly is 
any evidence from Australian cases produced and 
reported. Consequently, many of the intervention 
programs included in these review studies had the 
stated aim of improving heating efficiency or 
ameliorating the negative effects of cold homes. As 
such, the cases included in these review studies are 
less directly relevant to much of the Australian 
context. Nonetheless, their descriptions of the types 
of interventions, the approaches through which they 
are implemented, and the outcomes experienced by 
recipients may, however, offer lessons on how 
similar programs may be applied in Australia. 

The types of energy efficiency interventions covered 
by the review studies ranged broadly, from 
rehousing and neighbourhood regeneration, to 
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insulation, heating upgrades, weatherisation, and 
behaviour change intervention through education. 
Each of these interventions is noted to result in 
varying degrees of success depending on the context 
in which they were applied and, most importantly, 
the intended purpose of the intervention program—
most typically to reduce carbon dioxide (and/or 
other greenhouse gas) emission at a macro level, or 
to reduce the energy costs of target households. 
Interventions were generally able to achieve these 
stated intentions, with improvements in other 
outcomes (e.g. improved health) experienced by 
recipients sometimes resulting as a consequence. 

While the types of intervention differed from 
program to program, the approaches of 
implementation were less varied. There were two 
main types of approaches: targeted or universal. 
Several of the reviews noted that the universal 
approach—where intervention was available to all 
rather than targeted at specific cohorts—typically 
resulted in more diluted outcomes; indeed, 
Camprubí et al. (2016) reported that, under 
universal approaches, recipients of advantaged 
backgrounds were able to experience a higher 
magnitude of positive outcomes than their 
disadvantaged counterparts, partly because they 
started at a higher base than disadvantaged 
households (e.g. a more comfortable base indoor 
temperature and thermal comfort level). 

Across the cases included in the review studies, the 
most common type of outcomes evaluated (aside 
from the stated aims of greenhouse gas emissions 
and/or reduced energy costs) were those related to 
health (both physical and mental). Irrespective of 
intervention type, recipients generally experienced 
positive impacts. 

Across these studies, changes to health 
impacts were predominantly self-
reported (i.e. subjective self-assessment 
of ‘feeling better’, lower reported 
incidences of illness, improved mental 
wellbeing from feeling less stressed, or 
improved diet when a lesser proportion 
of income is spent in energy). Only a 
small proportion (e.g. as reported in 
Maidment et al. 2014) included cases 
where scientific measurements of health 
were employed. 

The improved outcomes experienced were, 
therefore, also not typically quantified or monetised 
(Fenwick et al. 2013), and as such the return on 

investment of most programs was also difficult to 
judge. 

Furthermore, the specific mechanisms 
of direct causal relationship were also 
often not specified. It is, therefore, 
difficult to attribute the exact influence of 
the interventions implemented in 
contributing to the outcomes reported. 

For example, Caldwell et al. (2001 in Thomson et al. 
2015) reported improvements in physical health 
following interventions, which may be due to 
improved thermal comfort, reduced energy 
spending (and coincidental increases in a better 
diet), or a combination of the two. 

The predominantly positive social and/or health 
outcomes reported in the cases included in the 
review studies, however, should not be discounted 
due to the absence of scientific measurements. This 
is especially so when, for the majority of cases 
included in the reviews, the follow-up timeframe 
was short (from a few months to 3.5 years) and 
when longer-term impacts may have yet to be fully 
realised. Indeed, most review studies recommended 
that for future studies scientific measurements be 
administered in conjunction with—rather than in 
place of—recipients’ self-reported accounting to 
further broaden the evidence base. 

Conclusions 

Irrespective of intervention type, most review 
studies recommended that intervention programs 
must be targeted at the most vulnerable households 
or households with the highest needs in order to 
achieve equitable outcomes. Eligibility criteria may 
be based on household income level but should also 
be targeted at specific household types noted as 
more likely to experience negative impacts of energy 
inefficient homes, including families with young 
children, older people, and people with pre-existing 
health conditions. 

For technology-focussed interventions, several 
reviews recommended that these must be 
accompanied by education programs to ensure 
correct usage to maximise benefits. 

The financial cost of implementation should also not 
be borne by the disadvantaged recipient 
households. This includes indirect costs—such as 
increased housing costs from being rehoused to 
better quality housing or landlords passing on the 
costs of the intervention—which can also reduce the 
impacts experienced. 
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