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The Concept of Vulnerable Households in European Energy Policy

Dr. Agnes VARADI PhD!
Research Fellow
ELTE Centre for Social Sciences Institute for Legal Studies

Abstract: Since the European Commission announced the European Green Deal and started
taking decisive steps towards green transition, it has become apparent that these measures could
disproportionately affect some disadvantaged and vulnerable groups. As regards energy
transition, the concept of vulnerable households has become a key element. The current paper
aims to discover whether a general definition of vulnerability can support more efficiently the
inclusion of the needs of the most vulnerable into energy policy. It is intended to summarize
what kind of guidance the EU legal standards give for defining the concept of vulnerable hou-
seholds and to examine whether these standards properly encompass vulnerable situations. The
synthesizing description integrates the findings of monitoring mechanisms, recommendations
and policy documents, relevant pieces of EU-legislation and case law of European fora. As the
EU is currently striving to reconcile climate protection with a prosperous economy, a complex
understanding of vulnerability can contribute to the development of a conceptual framework
that is sensitive to global challenges, social trends and individual needs, and thus simul-
taneously promotes respect for rule of law, human rights and economic development.

Keywords: energy policy, European Green Deal, vulnerability, green transition
JEL Codes: K32, K33, Q58

1. Introduction

The European Green Deal (hereinafter: EGD), a complex policy initiative that has defined EU
policies in the previous institutional cycle tried to offer a “new growth strategy that aims to
transform the EU into a fair and prosperous society, with a modern, resource-efficient and
competitive economy where there are no net emissions of greenhouse gases in 2050 and where
economic growth is decoupled from resource use” (European Commission, 2019a, 2).

It was clear from the beginning that this transition can only succeed if it is conducted in
a fair and inclusive way. Therefore, the European Commission recognized that it is of utmost
importance to protect the citizens particularly exposed to the detrimental social effects of the
transition providing access to re-skilling programmes, jobs in new economic sectors, or energy-
efficient housing. In the latter context, the concept of vulnerable households has become a key
element.

When elaborating on this term, a crucial question is how “vulnerability” shall be defined.
The European Commission’s Communication on the Energy Union Package published in 2015
already contained a reference to “vulnerable consumers” and connected the concept with energy
poverty. It stated: “Energy poverty negatively affects living conditions and health. It has many
causes, mostly resulting from a combination of low income and general poverty conditions,
inefficient homes and a housing tenure system that fails to encourage energy efficiency. Energy
poverty can only be tackled by a combination of measures, mainly in the social field and within
the competence of authorities on the national, regional or local levels. When phasing out reg-
ulated prices, Member States need to propose a mechanism to protect vulnerable consumers,
which could preferably be provided through the general welfare system” (European Commis-

1 varadi.agnes@tk.elte.hu
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sion, 2015, 12). The impact assessment accompanying the plan for the European green transi-
tion also connects the concept of vulnerable consumers with energy poverty (European Com-
mission, 2020, 205). A recently issued document, the European Commission’s Affordable En-
ergy Action Plan, however, seems to draw a distinction between the two concepts, as it states
that “[h]igh energy costs are hurting our citizens: energy poverty affects more than 46 million
Europeans, with a disproportionate impact on vulnerable groups.” (European Commission,
2025a, 1) Thus some conceptual uncertainties arise with respect to the definition of vulnerabil-
ity in the context of green/energy transition.

As the EU is currently striving to reconcile climate protection with a prosperous economy
(European Commission, 2024) and to integrate economic competitiveness with the climate pol-
icy goals (as foreseen in the Letta-report, Draghi-report and the Budapest Declaration), such a
conceptual framework is needed, that is sensitive to global challenges, social trends and indi-
vidual vulnerability, and thus simultaneously promotes the respect for rule of law, human rights
and economic development. In this spirit, the current paper aims to analyse the concept of vul-
nerability in European energy policy so that the definition ensures the broadest possible protec-
tion for those in need.

2. Background and methodology

The issue raised in this paper is strongly related to the constantly growing literature on the EGD,
which includes policy documents (Defard, 2023; Jevnaker et al., 2024; KPMG, 2022; Roniger
& Malinger, 2024; World Economic Forum, 2025), recommendations and statements (Euro-
pean Committee of the Regions, 2025; European Central Bank, 2025; European Court of Au-
ditors, 2024), handbooks and secondary literature (Arabadjieva & Bogojevi¢, 2024; Besnier,
2022; Dubsky et al., 2025; , 2025; Rando Burgos, 2021).

The relevant literature examines the new initiatives at EU level from a social, economic
and policy point of view, with special regard to their relationship to overarching principles and
international instruments (Buzogany et al., 2025; Cavoski, 2022; Chiti, 2022; Koundouri et al.,
2024; Sikora, 2021; Stauffer, 2020). Several studies intend to delimit concepts of energy pov-
erty, energy vulnerability, energy insecurity (Bardazzi & Pazienza, 2023; Della Valle et al.,
2024; Kajoskoski et al., 2025; Simcock et al., 2021).

Although the interconnection between environmental policy, legislative developments
and jurisprudence is getting more and more attention (Eritja & Fernandez-Pons, 2024; Kulovesi
et al., 2024; Ochner, 2022), it might be useful to examine how legal instruments, case-law and
policy documents can influence the understanding of general concepts, like vulnerability in
specific policy areas, such as energy policy.

In the following it is intended to give a definition of vulnerability that includes legal as-
pects related to the efficient enforcement of rights of the weaker parties, to describe the way,
how the general understanding of vulnerability relates to the concept of vulnerable households
and to examine, how these perceptions appear in relevant sources of European energy policy.
The synthesizing description encompasses the findings of relevant pieces of EU-legislation and
case-law of European fora as well as policy documents and relevant secondary literature. It
intends to contribute this way to a more elaborate, more detailed conceptual framework for
defining the scope of vulnerable households, vulnerable customers in the context of energy

policy.
3. The concept of vulnerability
When striving to define the concept of vulnerability, several options are possible. The existing

definition alternatives range from the most abstract formulations to the listing of specific cir-
cumstances.
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According to the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), vulnerability is
defined as “the propensity or predisposition to be adversely affected,” which “encompasses a
variety of concepts and elements including sensitivity or susceptibility to harm and lack of ca-
pacity to cope and adapt” (IPCC, 2014, 31; cited by Shen et al., 2024, 12.).

A more detailed definition includes the reference to the root causes of vulnerability,
highlighting that vulnerable groups and individuals are more sensitive to risks and adverse im-
pacts, and/or have a weaker adaptive capacity for coping with and recovering from impacts,
“usually due to limited access to certain assets and/or resources” (de Zeeuw & Reeman, 2024,
258). Although this definition describes the status of the vulnerable, the effects of this status —
having relevance both from legal and economic perspective — are not mentioned in detail.

The legislative and policy documents as well as the jurisprudence rather focus on the
identification of certain vulnerable groups or circumstances causing vulnerability. In EU leg-
islation, primarily the financial need, age and disabilities are mentioned as specific forms of
vulnerability (European Parliament & Council, 2016; European Parliament & Council, 2024a;
European Parliament & Council, 2024b).

Based on the judgements of the Court of Justice of the European Union (hereinafter:
CJEU) and the case-law of the European Court of Human Rights (hereinafter: ECtHR), persons
living with disabilities or being otherwise in specific health conditions, pregnant workers, per-
sons belonging to minorities, asylum seekers, children, consumers, people living in extreme
material poverty, but even whole geographic areas threatened by major environmental harm
might be considered as vulnerable (CJEU, 2023, para 45.; CJEU, 20194, paras 35-37.; CJEU,
2005, para 53.; CJEU, 2020, para 189.; CJEU, 20223, para 49. and the case-law cited therein;
CJEU, 2022b, para 43.; CJEU, 2010, para 58.; ECtHR, 2021, §67; ECtHR, 2012, §75; ECtHR,
2017, §73; ECtHR, 2023, §37 and the case-law cited therein; CJEU, 2019b, para 93.; CJEU,
2018, paras 104-108.; ECtHR, 2024, §488; ECtHR, 2003, §52).

At this point, the concept of vulnerability and that of the “weaker party” might be inter-
related. Legislation generally acknowledges that in certain contractual situations one party
might face substantial inequality in relation to the other party. This phenomenon is particularly
relevant in energy policy, where the urgent need for access creates further imbalance in the
already more difficult position of the consumer. Several civil law measures have been elabo-
rated (information obligations, liability measures, exclusion of contractual clauses) to compen-
sate the inequality between the parties’ possibilities in such legal relationships, and growing
attention is paid to the procedural aspects.

If, namely, due to the lack of legal knowledge the weaker party cannot present his argu-
ments effectively, is not aware of the procedural possibilities in the fields of gathering evidence,
seeking legal remedy or interpreting legal norms, or is facing difficulties due to the lack of
financial resources and psychological factors, the efficient enforcement of rights is hindered.
“Meaning and purpose of the principle of equality of arms, equal rights and obligations in civil
(and other) proceedings before a public authority is to guarantee the conditions for a fair out-
come of the proceedings; this could be absent if one of the parties is disadvantaged in the pro-
ceedings.” (Varadi, 2024, 201; For a detailed analysis of the concept of weaker party: Varadi,
2017.). That is why it seems to be necessary to include the reference to the efficient enforcement
of rights into the general concept of vulnerability as well.

Although there are no strict criteria elaborated in legislation or jurisprudence for the iden-
tification of vulnerability (Pariotti, 2023, 1402), based on the above, we can state that vulnerable
individuals or groups of individuals are exposed to the detrimental effects of certain cir-
cumstances, with which they cannot cope on their own thus resulting in substantive inequality
to others and/or considerably threatening the efficient protection of their rights.

The current paper does not aim to discuss the exact role of the concept of vulnerability in
the system of human rights protection (in this regard see further: Andorno, 2016; Godden-Rasul
& Murray 2023; Pariotti, 2023). The aim is rather to establish a connection with the general
concept of vulnerability in the context of energy policy in a way that reconciles the broad and
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overarching general definition with the specificities of energy policy, based on EU-level docu-
ments, legislative texts and policy papers. This is, namely, a basic precondition for an efficient
and socially just energy policy in times of green transition.

4. Vulnerable households and energy poverty in general

A comprehensive summary of the social effects of green transition on the most vulnerable is
included in the regulation on the Social Climate Fund (hereinafter: SCF). The SCF was created
alongside the ETS2 mechanism, which establishes an emissions trading system for buildings
and transport. As companies will have to buy quotas for emissions of greenhouse gases, this
mechanism might cause as a self-evident consequence of market processes a rise in costs of
living. The SCF aims to compensate these detrimental effects alleviating the social and eco-
nomic impacts of the ETS2. It will provide EU Member States with “dedicated funding to di-
rectly support the most affected vulnerable groups, notably households in energy or transport
poverty, making sure they are not left behind in the transition to a cleaner economy.” (European
Commission, 2025b).

The SCF Regulation states in this spirit that “the increase in the price for fossil fuels can
disproportionally affect vulnerable households, vulnerable microenterprises and vulnerable
transport users who spend a larger part of their income on energy and transport, who, in cer-
tain regions, do not have access to alternative, affordable mobility and transport solutions, and
who may lack the financial capacity to invest in the reduction of fossil fuel consumption” [Eu-
ropean Parliament & Council, 20233, Recital (11)].

When defining who is considered vulnerable, Recital (77) of the Energy Efficiency Di-
rective might be the starting point: “Each Member State should define the concept of vulnerable
customers, which may refer to energy poverty and, inter alia, to the prohibition of disconnection
of electricity to such customers in critical times. The concept of vulnerable customers may in-
clude income levels, the share of energy expenditure of disposable income, the energy efficiency
of homes, critical dependence on electrical equipment for health reasons, age or other criteria.
This allows Member States to include people in low-income households” (European Parliament
& Council, 2023b). The SCF regulation also establishes a clear connection between energy
poverty and vulnerability, stating that the concept of “ ‘vulnerable households’ means house-
holds in energy poverty or households, including low income and lower middle-income ones,
that are significantly affected by the price impacts of the inclusion of greenhouse gas emissions
from buildings within the scope of Directive 2003/87/EC and lack the means to renovate the
building they occupy” [European Parliament & Council, 2023a, Article 2 Paragraph (10)].

It seems to be logical to put an equal sign between the concept of vulnerable households
in energy policy and energy poverty, however, if we use the above-mentioned general concept
of vulnerability, a more differentiated approach might be necessary.

As regards the essence of distinction between vulnerability in broad sense and energy
poverty, some authors claim that vulnerability definitions are often multidimensional and
dynamic and are thus capable of including several characteristics of the household (Kajoskoski
et al., 2025, 7-8). Others argue that energy vulnerability may arise for reasons not necessarily
related to income levels but to other characteristics, including e.g. limited energy literacy, such
as difficulty to understand complex contracts and to react to aggressive commercial practices.
(Bardazzi & Pazienza 2023, 2). This is the point, where the legal aspects should be integrated:
those exposed to energy poverty or particularly sensitive thereto might face difficulties in the
protection of their rights and compensation of their inequalities as weaker parties in legal dis-
putes.

Based on the general human rights standards, Member States have a generally wide mar-
gin of appreciation “to secure human rights in light of complex matters of housing and socio-
economic decision-making under Article 8 ECHR, e.g. keeping in mind their wider objectives
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for national housing policy or utility planning, and the complex and country-specific assess-
ments of all needs and priorities that require public spending and resource allocation. Never-
theless, States have a ‘legal and financial obligation’ to ensure minimum levels of services that
are compatible with protection of health and human dignity, so as to not effectively erode the
aforementioned ‘core’ of the right to private and family life” (Hesselman, 2023, 479).

In this spirit, it seems to be necessary to define any kind of vulnerability in a way that
reflects potential difficulties in the protection of rights, while ensuring sufficient flexibility for
the details of definition so that the specific features of Member States' societies can be taken
into account. Therefore, also without an explicit requirement of EU law, energy vulnerability,
vulnerable households in the context of energy policy are best defined, if the concept includes
“(i) exposure, or the degree to which households face energy-related risks like thermal discom-
fort at home; (ii) sensitivity, which reflects how severely households are impacted by such risks;
and (iii) adaptive capacity, or the ability of households to mitigate these impacts through reso-
urces, behaviour, or technological measures” (Della Valle et al., 2024), including the access to
efficient protection of rights.

5. EU Member States’ approach in practice — the example of National Energy and Climate
Plans

This is the point, where Member States’ attitudes might give useful insights into the interpreta-
tion of the terms in practice. These decisions of the Member States? are apparent from their
National Energy and Climate Plans (hereinafter: NECP).

In most of the examined NECPs there is a clear parallel between vulnerable customers
and energy poverty (Slovenia, 2025, 80-81; Romania, 2024, 187; Austria, 2024, 183-184; Po-
land, 2024, 112; Sweden, 2024, 157); vulnerability of customers and households is defined on
the basis of availability of financial means to ensure the minimum energy needs, primarily in
the context of heating their homes.

This approach is in line with the focus of the SCF Regulation and the Energy Efficiency
Directive, but from the above mentioned three elements of energy-related vulnerability in broad
sense (exposure, sensitivity and adaptive capacity) basically just the first element, exposure is
in the center of attention.

Certain NECPs, however, provide a more complex approach: Romania defines energy
poverty as: “the impossibility of the single person/family who, for reasons of health, age, insuf-
ficient income or isolation from energy sources, requires social protection measures and addi-
tional services to ensure at least their minimum energy needs, i.e. the single person's/family’s
minimum energy consumption for lighting, optimal cooling and heating of the home, supporting
cooking facilities and providing hot water in the home, using means of communication that
involve the use of energy or powering medical devices to support life or to improve the health
of people.” (Romania, 2024, 82). Thus, the definition connects the definition of vulnerability
based on energy poverty with a rather broad understanding of energy needs, which also inte-
grates the issue of sensitivity more intensively.

The Spanish NECP further widens the understanding of vulnerability as it connects the
issue of reducing energy poverty with other elements of social policy. The NECP states that:
“citizens will return to their traditional role by placing themselves at the center of this change,
with special attention to vulnerable groups and sectors, as well as to the inhabitants of areas
in Just Transition, generating sustainable employment opportunities, especially in rural areas,
and addressing the demographic challenge. This Strategy also integrates a gender perspective
with a focus on equality between women and men. In addition, it presents multiple synergies
with the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals. Another important dimension (...), in

2 |t is not aim of the current paper to analyse the NECPs of all EU Member States in their complexity. It is rather
intended to identify certain trends based on NECPs of selected countries. The focus is on the Central and Eastern
European states, while including Northern- and Southern-European countries into the examination.
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addition to mitigation, is adaptation, in response to the need to meet the challenge of managing
risks and reducing vulnerability to current and future climate changes in Spain”. (Spain, 2024,
50).

An approach, which is closest to the theoretical concept of vulnerability as defined above,
can be found in the NECP of the Czech Republic. This acknowledges that “a vulnerable cus-
tomer, whose position may be derived from the situation of energy poverty, must be appropri-
ately characterised in legislation in order to be adequately protected. In particular, the default
theoretical parameters of a vulnerable customer may be a situation in which the customer: - is
significantly less able than a typical consumer to protect or represent his interests on the energy
market (e.g. because of age or state of health); - in the event of a negative energy supply situa-
tion, due to his personal status, the event will be more damaged than another customer in the
same situation” (Czechia, 2024, 157).

This interpretation recognizes that vulnerability — also in terms of energy policy — is not
limited to financial needs, but it encompasses a situation, where the individuals cannot remedy
their negative situation on their own. Thus, in these cases, besides exposure, sensitivity and a
broad understanding of adaptive capacity appear as conceptual elements of vulnerable house-
holds in energy policy.

Therefore, it can be concluded that a broader understanding of the concept of vulnerable
households and consumers is not unprecedented in the Member States. Besides financial needs
(energy poverty in strict sense, the so-called supply vulnerability), issues, like “redress vulner-
ability (difficulty in seeking remedies for wrongs suffered); and impact vulnerability (being
more affected by making bad choices)” (Sajn, 2021, 3), might be included in this term. This
understanding is closer to the more generalized understanding of vulnerability, and therefore
might be useful for offering support for broader social groups and thus covering the potential
detrimental consequences of green transition more extensively and efficiently.

6. Conclusion

In our current world of interconnected, global and local, social, economic, technological and
security-related challenges it is of particular importance that human rights and social needs are
respected in all fields of life. In this context, energy policy — primarily the measures related to
green transition — is a particularly sensitive issue.

Based on literature review, analysis of jurisprudence and legislation in Europe, the current
paper aimed at summarizing the different definition possibilities of vulnerability, discovering
the different understanding of energy vulnerability and energy poverty and thus giving a fra-
mework for the concept of vulnerable households in a way that supports just transition in the
broadest possible way. It can be concluded that besides financial needs (difficulties in access to
energy supply, energy poverty in strict sense), the link to other elements of vulnerability — in-
cluding the legal aspects related to the protection of weaker parties — shall not be neglected
either. This way, the current paper was a careful first step towards providing a conceptual
framework in the context of energy policy, that is sensitive to global challenges, social trends,
legal framework and individual vulnerability.

Although legal requirements leave States a considerable margin of appreciation — also
with respect to the financial possibilities of the budget — to define the specific measures sup-
porting vulnerable customers, a rather broad definition of vulnerability can contribute as a
proper basis to a just and fair green transition.

This is particularly crucial, because the more balanced the financial burden of the green
transition is distributed, the more accepted the measures will be, thus contributing to an efficient
green policy.
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