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Rationale
The lack of a secure access to the supply of domestic energy remains a major concern for energy 
poverty research despite the paucity of data and scholarship on the issue. Among the suite of 
measures available to address supply disconnections, prepayment meters stand out as a ‘solution’ 
aimed to prevent vulnerable consumers from running into debt with household energy providers. 
While praised for offering relief to domestic consumers with a record of indebtedness and 
disconnection, and for helping increase electrification rates or securing regular access to the supply 
in contexts where informal connections to the supply are the norm, prepayment meters (PPMs) have 
attracted criticism for reinforcing dynamics that perpetuate poverty and segregation. Against this 
backdrop, a starting point for the PREPAY research project was a genuine concern about the role of 
PPMs in perpetuating and reshaping energy poverty.

Key research question(s) and/or aim
Prepayment meters (PPMs) are increasingly receiving attention from the energy poverty research 
and policy communities as a form of support for energy-insecure households struggling with utility 
debt, supply cut-offs and informal connections to distribution networks. While they allow households 
to remain legally connected to the supply, there are concerns of self-rationing, underconsumption 
and self-disconnection effects that they may induce. PREPAY aims to make sense of the everyday life 
effects of living on a PPM considering the strict conditions set by PPMs for vulnerable consumers to 
keep or regain formal access to the domestic energy supply.

Summary of research activity
PREPAY carried out a lived experience investigation of energy poverty under PPM conditions based 
on primary qualitative evidence in the form of 24 interviews with energy poor households and 11 
stakeholders. The research took place in Hungary as a case study country where the installation of 
PPMs is on the rise as a support instrument for vulnerable consumers. Evidence suggests that while 
households often appreciate re-taking control of energy use and expenses, PPMs are offered as a 
default technology that cannot be easily rejected by the energy vulnerable and create an underclass 
of ‘second-class energy customers’ recurrently facing a ‘topping-up or dropping-out’ dilemma.

Methodologies
PREPAY is an archetypal qualitative small ‘n’ study that addresses specific populations and particular 
aspects of a relevant, current social issue at a given point in time. Epistemologically it follows a ‘lived 
experience’ approach that asserts personal accounts and everyday realities as a source of valid, 
useful knowledge. 

All collected primary data is qualitative and consists of transcripts from 24 interviews with energy 
poor households and 11 stakeholders or representatives of charities, Roma and housing advocacy 
organisations, energy providers and national and local governments. Interviewees were recruited through 
purposive sampling by the local team of the Budapest-based Periféria Policy and Research Centre through 
their own networks and contacts with local organisations. Interviewees belong to the 6 research fields, 
two of them located in the capital city of Hungary (Budapest), and the remaining three in the mid-size 
town of Salgótarján (Nógrad county, Northern Hungary) and in two smaller settlements of Tiszabura 
(Jász-Nagykun-Szolnok county, Central Hungary) and Bag (Pest County, nearby Budapest) and Baks 
(Csongrád County, Southern Hungary). Interviews were conducted and transcribed in the framework of 
the TRANSFAIR Marie Skłodowska-Curie Individual Fellowship (MSCA IF) project (2018 – 2020).
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The socio-demographics of the 24-household sample is diverse and includes households of different 
ages and compositions, with a larger share of Roma households as compared to the average of the 
Hungarian population. They are all low-income and many are supported either by social services or 
non-profit organisations. 

Findings
PREPAY evaluates prepayment meters as a billing technology deployed in support of vulnerable 
households struggling with utility debt, supply cut-offs and informal connections to distribution 
networks. It investigates the energy poverty implications of prepayment meters from a lived 
experience perspective and through primary qualitative evidence previously collected from 24 
interviews with energy poor households and 11 stakeholders. The research takes Hungary as a case 
study country in which domestic energy affordability has been a salient issue of national political 
concern since the 1990s, and where the installation of PPMs is on the rise as a ‘support’ policy for 
vulnerable consumers. In a Central and Eastern European context, PREPAY stands out as one of 
the few scholarly pieces specifically looking into PPMs in relation to energy poverty so far. More 
broadly, the PREPAY analysis provides further evidence of significant inequalities in the access to 
domestic energy – and particularly to electricity – in a Global North context as seen through the 
lens of the lived experience of people directly exposed to precarious, informal or lack of regular, 
safe access to the domestic energy supply. 

A main finding of the research is the widespread acceptance of PPMs by energy poor householders 
as a technology that secures formal access to the supply and enables keeping domestic energy 
consumption and expenses under control. Prepaid billing avoids running into debt with providers and 
assists the return to formal (legal) connection arrangements based on supply contracts and regular, 
safe access to distribution networks. The Hungary case study also suggests that PPM users appreciate 
being in control – and an additional degree of flexibility – of domestic energy use and expenses 
in the context of precarious living conditions. In comparison with conditions set by previous direct 
debit or informal connections to the grid, interviewees see PPMs as a safe way to regain control and 
manage precariousness, e.g., users know that they will run out of credit by a certain day and can 
plan accordingly. In comparison to an alternative ‘binary’ scenario in which households are either 
connected or disconnected, and in contrast to the uncertainty inherent in informal connections, PPMs 
enable households to anticipate the periods in which they are (self-)disconnected and adjust energy 
use (to a certain extent) within the context of their domestic energy use and needs. Use of PPMs also 
avoids the financial burden and hassle of fines and reconnection fees.  

However, the deployment of PPMs as a ‘support’ instrument for vulnerable consumers also results 
in self-rationing, underconsumption and temporary self-disconnections. These results confirm, for the 
case of Hungary, outcomes that had been reported by previous research in a variety of contexts. 
Consequently, it leads to an energy provision system that creates a two-tier segmentation of domestic 
energy users. As warned by advocacy groups, PPMs create ‘second-class customers’ who, unlike 
direct debit customers, recurrently face a ‘topping-up or dropping-out’ dilemma. Induced self-
rationing and underconsumption effects raises the issue of what can be considered as an acceptable 
level of energy services for a dignified life. The effects of prepayment meters on people’s everyday 
lives are in open contradiction with views that advocate for a guaranteed minimum access to energy 
regardless of any personal and economic circumstances. This negative outcome – from a right to 
energy perspective – goes hand in hand with clear evidence showing how PPMs are appreciated 
by households with a history of indebtedness to suppliers, disconnections or irregularly connections 
because prepaid billing helps them leave behind a past of arrears, debts, fines and supply cut-offs. 
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In our analysis, such sometimes traumatic experiences explain the preference for PPMs openly 
expressed by many of the interviewed households in Hungary. 

From that perspective, a main argument of the PREPAY research is assessing the evidence collected 
about energy and PPMs in Hungary through a Foucauldian lens of discipline and punishment. The 
Hungary case study shows how PPMs are often installed as technology by default when consumers 
run into debt with providers, are subject to fines and even imprisonment for irregularly connecting 
to the grid, or move into a social housing dwelling. Thus, PPMs reveal themselves as a non-neutral 
technology that compels households to behave with ‘disciplined autonomy’ and to carefully calculate 
how energy can be used each day or over the course of a week or month.

As eloquently expressed by one of the interviewed stakeholders, a PPM ‘also protects those that 
it punishes’ – thus illustrating the complex, ambivalent features of PPMs as a technology allegedly 
used for supporting vulnerable consumers. Our assessment therefore sees PPMs as a ‘disciplinary 
technology’ – a device that not only forces users to spend energy carefully but also to comply with 
a wider set of rules that define ‘normal behaviour’ in society. In this sense, PPMs reveal themselves 
as a dispositif that prescribes the treatment of domestic energy as a market service that needs to 
be paid for in the same way as one buys food or stationery. Beyond that, the evidence collected 
shows that governmental and advocacy organisations supporting the installation of PPMs among the 
energy poor are motivated by a reformatory rationale that aims to bring this ‘underclass’ of energy 
consumers back to the formal economy and to acceptable social behaviour. 

All in all, the PREPAY research portrays PPMs as a disciplinary device for ensuring that domestic 
energy is used (and paid for) in compliance with dominant political narratives. The premise is that 
PPMs are a crucial node in an intricated web of social and power relations and the ultimate material 
expression of one specific way of understanding domestic energy as a commodity and tradeable 
private good. In doing so, PPMs preclude alternative allocation rationales – such as treating energy 
as a human right or as commons – that would challenge prevailing neoliberal domestic energy 
provision arrangements.   

Finally, an additional aspect unveiled by the Hungary case study are the ethnic inequalities 
connected to PPMs and energy poverty. The disproportionate presence of PPMs among Hungarian 
Roma households and in segregated Roma settlements clearly speaks of the ethnic dimensions of 
this debt management and prevention tool. Even if the 24-household purposive sample is by no 
means representative of PPM users in Hungary, the fact that a majority of interviewed families were 
identified as Roma by the local research team confirms the higher prevalence of PPMs and other 
supply access-related issues among consumers of this and other ethnic minority groups.

Recommendations
1. Research and policy need to acknowledge indebtedness to providers, supply cut-offs and 

informal connections to distribution networks as symptoms of severe energy poverty.
2. Households on prepayment meters need to be protected from self-disconnections and 

underconsumption by ensuring access to an adequate level of energy services for a dignified 
life through guaranteed minimum supply provisions. 

3. The deployment of prepayment meters for tackling indebtedness and disconnections needs to 
carefully avoid deepening ethnic segregation by offering targeted support to ethnic minorities. 
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Outputs
1. Manuscript of a scientific article titled “On ‘disciplinary technologies’: energy poverty and 

prepayment meters in Hungary” co-authored with Luca Sára Bródy (Centre for Economic and 
Regional Studies) and Csaba Jelinek (Periféria Policy and Research Center). 

2. Presentation of an earlier version of the paper in the 3rd workshop of the EnPover 
municipalities project (Budapest/online, 24 June 2021).

Additional PREPAY outcomes by project PI Sergio Tirado-Herrero include: 
Information provided to the Energy Poverty Advisory Hubs (EPAH) about the Light Bringers project 
– a grass roots initiative aimed at improving access to electricity conditions in a segregated Roma 
community in Baks (Southern Hungary) where prepayment meters and informal connections are 
widespread. The segregated Roma neighbourhood in Baks (Csongrád County, Southern Hungary) 
is one of the fieldwork locations where PREPAY interviews were conducted. As a result, the Light 
Bringers initiative project was subsequently highlighted in EPAH’s report ‘Tackling energy poverty 
through local actions – Inspiring cases from across Europe’ presented at the EPAH launch in 
November 2021. 

Feedback provided to a New Zealand’s government consultation on ‘energy hardship’ (December 
2021) in which PPMs were highlighted as a technology that may result in forms of energy poverty 
related to self-disconnection and self-managed precarity. 
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