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‘‘ a vulnerable household is one that contains 
children, the elderly or someone who is disabled or 
who has a long term illness”.  

 
DECC 2011. 



locating vulnerability 

In 2009, over 30% of fuel poor households were single 
over 60s 

18% were over 60 couples with no dependent children 
 
Approx 23% of households where oldest member aged 

60-79 were fuel poor;  
37% where oldest member over 80 
(DECC 2011: fuel poverty statistics) 
 
Winter 2009-10:  25,800 Excess Winter Deaths, of 

which 21,100 aged 75 or older.  
(ONS 2011) 
 
 



Resistance! 
• Past reluctance to take up free central heating initiatives 

(Armstrong et al 2006) 
• Older people do not see themselves as ‘at risk’ in heat 

waves or cold spells (Wolf et al 2010) 
• Don’t follow clothing advice or heat homes in prescribed 

ways (Day and Hitchings 2011) 









Offensive objects 

Norma:  I don’t, no no no. Wouldn’t dream of having a blanket. 
Interviewer:  Why wouldn’t you dream of it? 
Norma:  Why, the house is warm enough. No no no, only old ladies 

would do that.  
 
Norma, 74, higher income.  
 



Or only at the right time and place 

Interviewer: Would you ever do things like that if people were here? 
Mrs Taylor: No. No. 
Interviewer: Its there [the blanket] but it wouldn’t come out? 
Mrs Taylor: No. 
Interviewer: Presumably that’s the same with the hot water bottle as 
well? 
Mrs Taylor: Yes 
Interviewer: Why not? 
Mrs Taylor: Well no because, no way. Blimey I am old enough, I don’t 
want to shout it at people how old I am. Trouble is you see, you don’t 
feel your age that’s the thing.  
Interviewer: right, and somehow using a blanket makes you feel like 
you’re.. 
Mrs Taylor: A Granny, yes.  
 
Julia, 70, higher income 



Materials,  
objects 

Images,  
symbolic  
meanings 

Skills,  
competencies  

and  
procedures 

Three elements model of social practices 
(Shove 2011) 



Keeping up appearances 

• Hidden stigma: identity discreditable, rather than 
discredited (Goffman 1963) 

• Objects out of place: upsetting the normal social order 
(Douglas 1966; Twigg 1999) 

• Threatened ordering of home = destabilised place 
attachment and threatened self-identity (Dyck et al 2005; 
Wiles 2005) 

  



Being a good host / guest 

Mrs B “they always say how warm it is. And we have it so 
that they have to take their coats off, that’s the first thing 
they have to do, so that’s quite nice, isn’t it?” 

 
Mrs Bonnington, 80s, higher income 



Good housekeeping 



Key lessons 
• Objects and practices have symbolic meanings 
• Homes are ordered spaces 
• Things and practices have places  
• Single ‘behaviours’ can be a part of complex sets of 

practices 
• New technologies will (or wont) be fitted into existing sets 

of practices, meanings and spatial orders 



postscript 
adaptation can happen…. 


