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Background into disabled people’s financial resilience 
[bookmark: _Hlk532225821]Summary
Scope welcomes the opportunity to respond to Ofgem’s consultation on developing a framework for assessing whether conditions are in place for effective competition in domestic supply contracts. 
Life costs more for disabled people. Our research shows that disabled people face, on average, extra costs of £583 a month related to their impairment or condition. However, for 1 in 5 these costs add up to over £1,000 each month. 
Energy is one of these extra costs. Disabled people often have higher energy requirements as a result of their condition or impairment. While the price cap does not tackle the root causes of these higher energy bills, it does limit the financial detriment faced by some disabled people. 
Recommendations
Ofgem should:
1. Amend its conditions for effective competition so that they explicitly consider whether competition is working for disabled people.   
2. Use its indicators of the competitive process to assess whether the market is working for disabled people.
3. Specifically consider consumer outcomes for disabled people.  

Ofgem’s Consultation on developing a framework for assessing whether conditions are in place for effective competition in domestic supply contracts: A Response from Scope

1. Many disabled people face additional costs related to their impairment or condition across many areas of their lives. On average, these costs amount to £583 a month.[footnoteRef:1] This is on top of welfare payments designed to help meet these costs. One in five disabled people face extra costs of over £1,000 each month.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  Scope (2019), The Disability Price Tag 2019, https://www.scope.org.uk/campaigns/extra-costs]  [2:  Scope (2019), The Disability Price Tag 2019, https://www.scope.org.uk/campaigns/extra-costs] 


2. It is no surprise then that disabled people have a lower level of financial resilience than non-disabled people. Disabled people have an average of £108,000 less in savings and assets than non-disabled people.[footnoteRef:3] Disabled people are also more likely to be trapped in debt. Sixteen per cent of households with a disabled person have unsecured debt totalling more than half their household income, compared with 8 per cent of households overall.[footnoteRef:4] [3:  McKnight, A. (2014). Disabled people’s financial histories: uncovering the disability wealth penalty, CASE paper 181 https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/20543895.pdf]  [4:  Scope (2013), Disabled people and financial well-being: Credit and debt, http://www.scope.org.uk/Scope/media/Documents/Publication%20Directory/Credit-and-Debt.pdf?ext=.pdf] 


3. The extra costs disabled people face fall broadly into three main categories:
· Paying for specialised goods and services, such as assistive technology, wheelchairs or adapted items of clothing. 
· Greater use of non-specialised goods and services, such as energy and taxis or private hire vehicles. 
· Spending more on non-specialised goods and services, including financial products such as insurance. 

Disabled people’s energy costs
4. Disabled people face specific challenges in the energy industry. A third of disabled adults say their impairment or condition has a significant impact on their energy costs.[footnoteRef:5] Disabled people with limited mobility, for example, might have to use more heating to keep warm, whilst people using assistive technology or electrical equipment such as powered wheelchairs will need to use additional electricity to charge these items. [5:  Scope (2018), Out in the cold, https://www.scope.org.uk/campaigns/extra-costs/out-in-the-cold/] 

5. Unsurprisingly almost two-fifths (38.6 per cent) of households in England living in fuel poverty include a disabled person.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Department for Business Energy and Industrial Strategy (2019). Annual fuel poverty statistics report 2019 (2017 data) England.] 

6. Official statistics also show that disabled people in fuel poverty in England would need an average of £308 extra a year to lift them out of fuel poverty.[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  Ibid. ] 


Barriers to engagement with the energy market
7. [bookmark: _GoBack]While some stakeholders assume that disabled people face higher costs because they are less likely to engage with the energy market, this is not true of all disabled people. 

8. In fact, there is some evidence to suggest that there is little difference between switching rates for disabled people and non-disabled people. According to Ofgem’s Consumer Empowerment Survey 2018, 17 per cent of disabled people had switched in the previous twelve months, compared to 19 per cent of non-disabled people. [footnoteRef:8] [8:  Consumer Engagement Survey 2018: Data Tables, Q138_Q139 (Ofgem), https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/publications-and-updates/consumer-engagement-survey-2018] 


9. Scope’s own research suggests that 62 per cent of disabled consumers shop around while choosing an energy supplier.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Scope (2018), Out in the cold, https://www.scope.org.uk/campaigns/extra-costs/out-in-the-cold/] 


10. Scope is nevertheless concerned that energy companies and price comparison websites may be making it more difficult for disabled people to engage effectively with the market. 

11. Digital exclusion means that some disabled people find it more difficult to access the best cheapest energy deals. Twenty per cent of disabled people have never accessed the internet, compared to just five per cent of all adults in the UK.[footnoteRef:10]  [10:  Office for National Statistics (2018). Internet Users, UK: 2017, https://www.ons.gov.uk/businessindustryandtrade/itandinternetindustry/bulletins/internetusers/2018 ] 


12. Even those who can access the internet may still find that inaccessible content poses a problem. In one survey conducted on behalf of Scope, 55 per cent of disabled people had experienced issues with inaccessible websites within the previous 12 months.[footnoteRef:11] [11: Scope (2018), Out in the cold, https://www.scope.org.uk/campaigns/extra-costs/out-in-the-cold/] 


13. Ofgem’s Consumer Engagement Survey 2018 shows that only 36 per cent of disabled people use price comparison sites to compare energy deals, compared to 57 per cent of non-disabled people.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Consumer Engagement Survey 2018: Data Tables, Q165 (Ofgem), https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/publications-and-updates/consumer-engagement-survey-2018] 

14. This may be because some price comparison websites are inaccessible. Using the Wave web accessibility tool, Scope found 39 errors on a single page of one well-known price comparison website. 

15. Although greater usage is a cause of disabled people’s higher energy bills, online inaccessibility may be exacerbating the problem by making it more difficult for disabled people to switch. 

16. Inaccessible websites are therefore an unnecessary barrier to engagement in the energy market.

17. Any consideration of effective competition should consider whether the conditions are in place to ensure that competition works for all consumers, including disabled people. 

Response to questions
Question 2: What are your views on the conditions for effective competition we have proposed? Are they clear and is there anything else you think we should take into account? 
18. While Scope agrees with the conditions for effective competition, we believe that specific references to disabled people should be included. 

Condition 1
19. Condition 1 should make it clear that structural changes should reduce rather than exacerbate the exclusion of disabled consumers in the energy market. 

20. This condition should also consider whether these structural changes are leading firms to develop innovative products that both improve customer service for disabled people and reduce extra costs. 
Condition 2
21. Condition 2 should consider whether energy suppliers and price comparison websites are providing disabled people with information in accessible formats. This should include both online accessibility and the availability of accessible billing, as well as the range of communication channels offered by firms. 

22. Condition 2 should also consider whether the market allows disabled people to compare products and switch suppliers as easily as a non-disabled person.

Condition 3
23.  Condition 3 should explicitly state that disabled people that the competitive process should deliver good outcomes for both disabled and non-disabled people. 
Recommendation: Ofgem should amend its conditions for effective competition so that they explicitly consider whether the market works for disabled people.   





Question 4: Are there any indicators of the competitive process not listed here that you think we should consider in our analysis?  
24. While Scope welcomes the indicators that Ofgem proposes to use in their analysis, we believe the indicators should give specific consideration to disabled people. 

25. Energy suppliers should therefore ask customers whether they are disabled while asking for feedback on customer service.   
Consumer behaviour
26. Ofgem should consider whether disabled people are satisfied with billing, switching and contacting suppliers. 
Supplier performance
27. Ofgem should also consider the speed of complaint resolution for disabled consumers. 
Recommendation: Ofgem should use its indicators of the competitive process to assess whether the market is working for disabled people.




Question 5: What are your views on the consumer outcomes that we propose to assess in determining whether the conditions are in place for effective competition? 
28. Scope supports the consumer outcomes that Ofgem proposes to assess in determining whether the conditions are in place for effective competition. 

29. Scope believes that Ofgem should assess whether consumer outcomes are similar for both disabled and non-disabled consumers. 
Tariff choice
30. Ofgem should consider whether disabled people are able to choose a tariff that reflects the fact they tend to use more energy as a result of their condition or impairment. 

Quality of Service

31. The outcomes should also consider whether energy suppliers, including newer entrants, are offering a consistent quality of service to both disabled and non-disabled consumers. 

Switching process

32. As previously mentioned, the switching process should be fully accessible to disabled consumers. Ofgem should assess whether switching rates are similar for disabled and non-disabled consumers.  

Trust and confidence

33. Ofgem should consider whether disabled people trust price comparison websites and energy suppliers to provide them with the information and customer service they need to engage effectively with the market. 
Recommendation: Ofgem should specifically consider outcomes for disabled consumers.  




For more information, please contact: 
Evan John   
Policy Advisor  
Scope 
evan.john@scope.org.uk 
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