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Rationale
Throughout literature, there is repeated mention of the lack of studies that contribute to 
understanding energy poverty among children by providing a child’s perspective. Even if physical 
and mental health impacts on children are acknowledged, their own voice is often neglected. 

Methodologically, this study is based on the co-production of knowledge with children in energy 
poverty seeking to offer a diverse range of visual and participatory methods to afford children an 
active voice. Beyond the assertion that children should be involved in decisions that affect them, it 
is necessary to explore in more detail, particularly in unexplored fields such as energy policies and 
children, what participatory tools or processes make this possible. 

Key research questions and aim
1. Is it possible to collect and strengthen the voice of children in an energy precarity 

situation?
2. How can children be involved in advocacy processes concerning their energy rights?
3. Do children conceive of energy poverty differently than we expect or assume?

Summary of research activity
Following an in-depth literature review, a series of 5 workshops was carried out with a group 
of children from families living in energy poverty, assisted by an organization in the Raval 
neighbourhood, in the city of Barcelona. Also, a focus group was conducted with teenagers from the 
Cañada Real neighbourhood in Madrid, living without electricity supply since October 2020. 

Initially, the research was focused on a single geographical area, the Cañada Real. Due to the tense 
situation, the overexposure to the media and the impossibility of arranging access to electricity, and 
after several meetings with the community considering different possibilities, it was not possible to do 
all the workshops planned there. Still, the methodological proposal for the workshops enables them 
to be replicated in the Cañada Real when possible.

Methodologies
The study was conducted with support from the EPEC grant and is based on qualitative research 
using a variety of data sources. Initially, we conducted an evidence review on energy poverty and 
children, and children’s rights to participation and agency. We sought to bring together these two 
areas of literature to determine the ways in which the impacts of energy poverty on children could 
be alleviated by enhancing the role and participation of children.

The methodology for conducting the art-based workshops with children was also prepared, as well 
as the necessary materials, including a children’s story to discuss energy poverty with the children. 
A review was also made of the appearances of the children of the Cañada Real in the media and 
of the elaborations made by them as drawings addressed to the Rapporteur of the United Nations 
trying to explain their situation.  Three interviews were carried out with key people involved in 
the project (primary health care team, neighbourhood support entity and member of the Tabadol 
women’s organization). Finally, a focus group with teenagers from la Cañada Real took place in July 
2022.
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However, given the impossibility of carrying out all the arts-based workshops in the Cañada 
Real, they were conducted with a group of children from a vulnerable neighbourhood of the city 
of Barcelona in a situation of energy poverty. A total of five workshops were held with different 
approaches (Playmobil, handicrafts, drawing, theatre) to capture their experience and vision of 
energy poverty.

Findings
The Convention of the Rights of the Child (United Nations 1989) was undoubtedly a milestone in 
the recognition of childhood as a subject of rights and in the discussion around children’s right to 
participation. Even though the term ‘children’s agency’ is not explicitly mentioned in this convention, 
social research has connected children’s agency to Article 12 of the Convention that highlights the 
importance of children’s opportunities to influence decision-making in which their voices should be 
heard in matters that affect them (Sirkko et al., 2019).

Nevertheless, across the last 30 years, even if a consistent narrative on participation has been 
developed, its implementation has been rather poor (McMellon & Tisdall, 2020). We can, though, 
identify some milestones our research needs to respond to as viewing children as beings, as people 
now, experts in their own lives (Lansdown, 2005). In fact, this research aims to consider children 
as full citizens who have the right to have a say in public services (Crowley, 2015) and needs to be 
done with children, not on them. 

With regard to the field of energy poverty in particular, few studies conducted in the United 
Kingdom, Ireland, Spain, China, or New Zealand evidence how energy poverty disproportionately 
affects children’s physical and mental health, as well as social interactions. However, children in 
energy poverty are misrepresented in research and as potential participants in social and political 
life concerning energy decisions (Gillard et al., 2017b). 

Considering both children’s misrepresentation and right to participation, this research undoubtedly 
contributes to address a gap in knowledge by focusing on what children have to say about energy 
poverty and on generating an energy poverty language adapted to their age. At the same time, 
it will potentially enable the development of more inclusive public policies in this field aimed at 
improving the well-being of children in energy poverty.

As the main objective of the research is to understand children’s views on their own situation 
of energy poverty, a very important part of the research has been centred in developing a 
methodology adapted to children. This methodology is based on the Clark and Moss (2011) Mosaic 
Approach which assumes that in order to capture personal experiences in childhood, traditional 
methods often do not work and instead one can try to capture different expressions by a wider 
range of means to build afterwards a global picture putting together all the evidence. 

In response to these guidelines, we have prepared a set of five (extendable) arts-based workshops 
that will allow us to approach the different ways in which children express themselves, while 
respecting their diversity. 
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 J Creation of a children’s story about energy poverty for a shared reading, with a small 
space for sharing impressions afterwards. Participants can take away a copy to share 
with their families.

 J Play with a Playmobil house. Using a house and its accessories, we investigate 
together how many elements need energy to function and what we stop doing if we 
don’t have them.

 J Crafts with recycled material around a theme related to energy / energy poverty.

 J Role playing.

 J Evaluation on what we learned through a painting, text writing, or oral sharing.

The initial project proposal envisaged carrying out these workshops in sector 6 of the Cañada 
Real, in Madrid. The 16-km long linear settlement of Cañada Real running across the municipalities 
of Coslada, Rivas-Vaciamadrid and Madrid stands out as one the largest slums of Europe and a 
prime example of Madrid’s 20th century history of chabolismo (Gonick, 2015). Autumn 2020 has 
seen a series of demonstrations against the collective disconnection of full sections of the settlement 
from the electricity grid for days and weeks. Since then, the inhabitants of this settlement have 
been living disconnected from the electricity grids. The situation of La Cañada Real has been very 
important in the media, not only because of its extreme harshness, but also because of the active and 
fundamental role that children have played in denouncing it. Of the 4,000 people in this situation, 
approximately half are children. 

We have made several contacts and visits to the Cañada Real to propose the workshops designed, 
and we have also conducted a focus group among teenagers (approximately 14-17 years old), but 
due to pressure from the media and the accumulated fatigue of so many months without electricity, 
added to the priorities of the families of the Cañada, it has not been possible to find the time or the 
right space to carry all the workshops out. As a result, due to ethical reasons, the project has had to 
be reoriented.

On the one hand, testimonies of children and teenagers in La Cañada have been collected through 
the focus group, drawings, letters and appearances in the media, which have been produced in 
the context of the neighbourhood’s own strategy of struggle to regain access to electricity. On the 
other hand, the workshops designed have been carried out in the Raval, one of the neighbourhoods 
of the city of Barcelona with the highest rates of energy poverty, where in 2018, according to data 
provided by the Barcelona City Council, 32% of children under 17 lived in houses with inadequate 
temperatures and 27% in homes with water, electricity or gas supply debts.

At the moment we have conducted a preliminary data analysis, which will result into two papers 
that are currently being elaborated and will be published by the end of 2023. One paper will be 
focused on children and energy exclusion in la Cañada Real, from an energy justice perspective. The 
second one will be a methodological paper where the workshops will be described, along with the 
limitations encountered and recommendations to use them in different contexts. 

The preliminary data analysis, based on the transcriptions of the focus group, as well as the 
drawings made by children from la Cañada Real, suggests a strong connection between feelings 
of fear and sadness among children being deprived of electricity, as well as references to school 
performance and feelings such as shame or perceptions of inequality in relation to their peers, 
because they do not deserve the same rights (access to light). The drawings are accompanied by 
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written sentences such as “we have darkness”, “we don’t want candles, but light”, “it is very cold 
and we need to sleep together in one room”, “at school I feel different because I don’t have light 
and do my homework”. Children’s claims also suggest an association between the energy access 
and their feeling of citizenship or belonging, stating “Why don’t the children of the Cañada have the 
same rights as any other child?” and “We are not animals”. Also, the importance of having energy 
and its expression in the drawings is perceived through the choice of using bright and warm or dark 
colours. 

Regarding the focus groups with teenagers from 14-17 years old, different expressions are used to 
describe a strong feeling of loneliness and not being able to share their feelings or how the absence 
of light impacted them. Also, they refer to la Cañada as somewhere they belong to, but at the same 
time feeling quite apart of the “other society with rights, goods and light”. They express not being 
“able to leave la Cañada”. They also talk about how they took part in demonstrations to claim for 
the light and how this activism can improve the neighbourhood bonds; however, there is a strong 
feeling of despair because the light never came back.

Finally, the workshops with smaller children showed relevant strengths but also relevant limitations. 
On the one hand, they have been an adequate way to share concepts as energy poverty, supply 
disconnections or right to energy. On the other, some limitations can also be described as the need 
to develop more sessions to create a stronger bond with children (so that they feel confident to 
share their insights) or the need to address language issues, as children may have different mother 
tongues. 

Although it is necessary to develop a more in-depth analysis, and to cross-reference it with other 
academic and popular research that has been carried out in the Cañada during this period, we can 
affirm that there are specific impacts from the children’s point of view of the lack of access to energy 
services that condition their future - health, education - and their self-perception, self-esteem and role 
in society. It is proved to be necessary to generate further analysis in this sense, with children as 
protagonists, in order to make progress in proposing appropriate measures. 

Recommendations
1. Deepen and replicate the analysis of the impacts of energy poverty from the 

perspective of      children. While the impacts of fuel poverty on children’s physical 
health are increasingly being studied, the mental and/or emotional health aspect is 
not as well understood. Involving children in these studies and being able to include 
their own perspective would undoubtedly advance knowledge in this field and respect 
the role of children as experts in their own experiences. Also, knowing first-hand their 
perspective of the impacts they suffer undoubtedly contributes to being able to develop 
more appropriate policies in which, in addition, as international recommendations 
indicate, children are involved in their elaboration.

2. Develop protocols to ensure access to energy services for children, according to their 
specific needs.

3. Transfer this improved understanding of the specific impacts of energy poverty on 
children to professionals working with children (education, paediatrics, social workers) 
in order to increase detection and prevent impacts.
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Outputs
1. Children’s story book
2. Academic paper 
3. Design of five interactive workshops 

aimed at understanding energy poverty 
among children and capturing their 
views.

4. Contribution to PhD Forum conference 
at Sheffield Hallam University and 
Just transitions away from fossil fuels: 
people, place and work at Sheffield 
Hallam University.

5. Contribution to the working group 
Children in Poverty at the Catalan 
Children’s Observatory
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Further information on Fuel Poverty Research Network website

Children’s book ‘and then there was light...’

About the Funder
The Fuel Poverty Research Network (FPRN) was established in 2016 by 
researchers who were all concerned with different aspects of the interaction 
between people, homes and energy. The charity supports researchers and 
facilitates dialogue between researchers, policy and practice. FPRN’s grant 
programme, Engaging in Energy Poverty in Early Career (EPEC), supports 
early career researchers (ECRs), postgraduate students (PGRs), and early 
career practitioners (ECPs) based in any country to contribute to efforts to 
tackle fuel and energy poverty through original research and publication.
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