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Your house is cold - so what?
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Abstract

Introduction
Poor housing can damage children’s health. About a 
quarter of all households in New Zealand are not able 
to purchase enough energy to live a healthy life. Energy 
is needed for keeping the lights on, heating the house, 
showering, cooking, and household chores. When a 
household does not have enough access to energy to 
do all of these ‘normal’ things, social scientists call this 
energy poverty. Causes of energy poverty include poor 
building quality, low energy efficiency, and high housing 
costs. 

Youth are now recognized as one group most at risk to 
the effects of energy poverty. Compared to adults, young 
people spend longer at home, causing higher exposure 

to the cold environment. Their growing bodies are more 
at risk to problems caused by cold, and they live with 
the consequences (e.g. lung damage) for longer. Health 
risks for children include: lack of nutrition, obesity, 
and hospitalisation for urgent health problems (e.g. 
pneumonia). Some emotional impacts of energy poverty 
are antisocial behaviour and increased mental health 
problems. 

Our study aimed to explore the effects of energy poverty 
on youth in New Zealand. The goal of the study was to 
provide a voice for youth living in poor conditions, and 
bring government’s attention to the severity of energy 
poverty among children.

Please see
Figure 1 on Page 2

Have you ever felt cold at home? Shivered in your room? 
We knew New Zealand had a big problem with cold housing 
but we wanted evidence especially on youth experiences. 
We surveyed 14-16 year old students in multiple schools 
in different climate zones around the country. Overall we 
found 77% felt cold in their homes during the winter at 
some point. This resulted in many restrictions in their lives, 

for example, how many rooms they use in the house. 

New Zealand’s government is looking for ways to solve the 
problem of energy poverty. We wanted to present ideas 
for solutions from youth. Therefore, young people were 
involved at all stages of this research: from questionnaire 
design to research reporting.
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Methods
New Zealand can be split into three climate areas (see Fig. 1). 
These regions have different building standards based on the 
local climate. We wanted to compare experiences of teenagers 
from schools from across these areas.
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Results
Many young people reported experiencing indicators that they 
were cold at home (Fig. 2). Restricted room use was indicated 
as one of the most common consequences of energy poverty 
(52%). Teenagers frequently described their families only 
heating one room to save costs, so they were not able to use 
their bedrooms, or sometimes study, due to being cold.

A total of 656 students from 17 high schools participated in 
our survey about their personal experiences of energy poverty. 
Selected respondents were contacted for email-interviews 
with more in-depth questions than in the survey. 

We used both quantitative and qualitative data to form our 
conclusion and educate the community about youth energy 
poverty. We chose specific quotes (qualitative data) to best 
preserve participants voices. We used descriptive statistics 
(ratios, means) and comparative statistics to discover 
differences between climate areas and demographic groups.

“The lounge is real warm and great 
but every night I have to embark on 
the dangerous journey up the stairs 
to my bedroom, I would say its the 
NZ equivalent of Mt. Everest.”

#261 Male, Climate Zone 3

"My whole family sleeps in 
the biggest room because 
heating is too expensive" 

#45 Female, Climate Zone 1

“Get stressed about 
homework because
it's too cold to do it, 
too cold to think.” 

#325 Female, Climate Zone 2

Figure 1:
New Zealand’s climatic zones.
(Source: New Zealand’s Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment)
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Figure 2:
How do teens experience cold at home during winter?
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Conclusion
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Our study allowed young people to research a problem 
experienced by youth, and be involved in scientific 
reporting to researchers, community organisations, media 
and elected officials.

You can do the same for problems in your community:

  Identify a social problem experienced by youth around 
you and undertake scientific research about it. Reach out 
to your local University for researchers to help you get 
good evidence.

  Spread awareness about the research evidence you 
find. Talk to your school, and locally or nationally elected 
officials. 

   Social media is a large platform used by many people 
across the world. Campaign for change, and make it public. 

As youth, know that you can make a difference.

One in eight respondents (13%) contributed to paying for 
bills at least sometimes. Some young people said their mood, 
mental health, or physical health was negatively affected by 
being cold at home (Fig. 3).

Māori and Pasifika families - indigenous peoples - were 
at an increased risk of energy poverty compared to other 
ethnic groups, and so were young people in rental housing. 
Surprisingly, there were no differences between the climate 
zones - young people right across New Zealand were cold at 
home.

Discussion
This was the first collection of data showing youth experiences 
in cold housing. Overall, we found many youth in New Zealand 
struggle with cold housing that affects them on a daily basis, 
within and outside of the home. 

New Zealand has a history of weak housing and building 
regulations. Housing quality is worse compared to other 
countries, especially rental housing. 

Qualitative research of children and youth consistently 

showed awareness of the possible financial stress their 
families have. These results were not a surprise as New 
Zealand’s housing and child poverty crises are well known. 
This study provided us with detailed evidence that energy 
poverty is a significant problem in the country. Based on our 
research we recommend that the government take actions 
to fix the problem, for example by providing funding for 
improving housing quality.

Feel g
ru

mpy/ir
rit

able

Feel sa
d/d

own/d
epresse

d

Feel st
resse

d/w
orri

ed

More co
lds o

r il
lnesse

s

Asth
ma w

orse

Oth
er h

ealth
 pro

blems

Oth
er e

�ects

Una�ected by co
ld

45
40
35
30
25
20
15
10

5
0

11 4119 13 4 29 7 4

Figure 3:
How does being cold impact teenagers?



4

DECEMBER 2017
YOUR HOUSE IS COLD - SO WHAT?

Glossary of Key Terms

Why did we survey school students for our research?

What percentage of respondents indicated restricted space as a problem?

What are some ways that you can help reduce social problems affecting youth?

What are some of the physical health risks for youth experiencing energy poverty?

1

2

4

3

Check your understanding
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News articles about this research:

Daily Mail: Cold, hard facts: Poorly-heated homes make children stressed AND prone to health issues, experts claim
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Energy Poverty – the state in which people are unable to provide adequate heating due to a low income. Sometimes called 
“fuel poverty”.

Qualitative data – In social science, data can be quotes provided by respondents. E.g., “It's bl**dy cold. Winter has been 
coming and I didn't listen to the Starks... now it's freezing.”

Quantitative – analysis of a situation by means of complex mathematical and statistical modelling. E.g., percentages, and 
averages.

Demographic group – a group of people who have a specific characteristic in common. E.g., gender, age, and sexuality.

Māori – indigenous New Zealander, indigenous person of Aotearoa/New Zealand.

Pasifika – indigenous people of the polynesian islands.

Social science – scientific discipline which studies the relationships among people within a society. E.g. economics, psychology, 
archaeology, history.
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