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Evaluation abstract 

The evaluation shows that NHF’s actions during the campaign were a significant factor in the 

ultimate decisions of the energy suppliers to equalise their prepayment and standard credit 

energy tariffs. In particular, NHF’s campaign style was effective in gaining support from 

parliament and generating media coverage of the issue. While NHF chose not to engage 

closely with the suppliers themselves, NHF’s political and media work caused the suppliers to 

reconsider the value of retaining premiums on their prepayment tariffs. 
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1. Executive summary 

Between 2006 and 2010, the six largest energy suppliers in the UK equalised their 

prepayment and standard credit tariffs. Over the same period, NHF ran a campaign with the 

aim of removing all premiums on prepayment tariffs. 

Two key changes led suppliers to remove prepayment premiums. Firstly, the government and 

Ofgem identified that some premiums were excessive, leading the suppliers to reduce them 

significantly. Secondly, negative media coverage of prepayment meters increased 

dramatically during the campaign, pressurising suppliers to equalise voluntarily. This review 

shows that NHF can claim a large part of the credit for both these changes.  

At the start of the campaign, there was a common position between government and the 

energy suppliers that (i) the premium was justified by the cost of administering the meters, 

and (ii) prepayment is chosen by consumers in a wide range of socio-demographic groups, 

rather than representing a fuel poverty issue.  

NHF‟s parliamentary campaign was a large contributing factor in the government‟s shift in 

position on the first of these areas, leading to Ofgem‟s focus on cost reflectivity in the Energy 

Supply Probe launched in 2008. This resulted in significant reductions in prepayment 

premiums. A recent Ofgem update on tariff differentials comments that energy suppliers have 

reduced prepayment premiums as a result of the Energy Supply Probe
i
. This review also 

examines the other factors at play. 

NHF used the media to attack the reputation of energy suppliers. For example, a key point in 

the campaign involved NHF claiming that suppliers may be in breach of relevant EU 

Directives and had overcharged prepayment customers. This adversarial approach was 

effective in gaining support from parliament, engaging the media and mobilising housing 

associations. It meant that direct engagement with government and the energy suppliers was 

difficult, and these approaches did not form a large part of the campaign. However, pressure 

on the government was mediated through parliament, where NHF had support from a number 

of sympathetic MPs. 

A key finding of this review is that the role of housing associations was central to NHF‟s 

credibility as a campaigner on this issue (because a large proportion of tenants use 

prepayment meters), and an important part of the parliamentary element of the campaign 

(MPs reported that letters and other forms of engagement from housing associations brought 

the issue to their attention). 

As well as identifying attribution between the suppliers‟ decisions to equalise their tariffs and 

NHF‟s campaign activities, this review finds that the campaign fulfilled NHF‟s objective of 

building its campaigning skills and profile. Interviewees from the media and parliament refer to 

NHF as a „hybrid‟ organisation – a cross between a trade body and a campaigning 

organisation concerned with social justice issues. Representatives of housing associations 

also recognised and supported NHF‟s development as a campaigning organisation. 

There are some issues for NHF to reflect on when planning future campaigns. Most clearly 

from this review, NHF‟s policy work was not considered convincing by all stakeholder groups 

– particularly politicians who may have been more supportive of the campaign if the 

connection between prepayment meters and fuel poverty had been addressed more clearly.  

Finally, to a great extent, NHF did not work in coalition with other campaigners or mobilise 

individuals (not necessarily to the detriment of the campaign), and NHF‟s use of these tools 

were therefore not tested. The success of other campaigns may be more dependent on these 

tools.  
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2. Approach and limitations 

2.1. Evaluation approach 

The aim of this project is to evaluate the campaign run by the National Housing Federation 

(NHF) between 2007 and 2010 to reduce the premium charged to customers on prepayment 

energy tariffs. Specifically, the project aims to answer the following questions: 

 To what extent did NHF‟s actions have an influence on the government and the energy 

suppliers? 

 Can NHF claim that its campaign led the suppliers to reduce their prepayment energy 

tariffs? 

 Did NHF use an appropriate campaign strategy and employ appropriate tools? 

 What lessons can NHF learn from the campaign, so it can become a more effective 

campaigning organisation? 

To understand the impact of the campaign, we conducted 21 in-depth interviews with energy 

suppliers, politicians who were MPs during the campaign, representatives of government and 

Ofgem, housing associations and NHF staff. 

We also reviewed in detail the materials collected by the NHF campaign team, including press 

cuttings, policy reports and campaign resources. 

2.2. Limitations 

We are confident that we have conducted a broad review of stakeholders involved in the 

campaign and the report that follows has a strong evidence base. The limitations to this 

evaluation are common to qualitative campaign evaluations: 

 Attribution. The desired outcomes (in this case equalisation of prepayment energy tariffs 

with standard credit tariffs) are the result of many factors and cannot be definitively 

attributed to NHF‟s actions. These factors include the work of other interested 

campaigners and broader changes in the energy market, such as changes in fuel costs 

and the introduction of smart metering. These factors cannot all be accounted for and any 

attribution indicated in the evaluation is based on the available evidence. 

 Limited access to interviewees. Due to limitations in interviewees‟ availability and 

resources for this evaluation, it has not been possible to engage with all stakeholders and 

some points of view may be excluded. In this case, the campaign was conducted over a 

long period and many parties would have a perspective on its quality and success. 

 Quality of policy work. We report whether or not campaign targets and stakeholders 

considered NHF‟s policy work robust, credible, relevant and persuasive. We have not 

made our own judgement on the quality and materiality of the underlying research. 
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3. Background 

3.1. Campaign context 

A number of internal developments at NHF led it to identify prepayment meters as a suitable 

issue for a campaign. Most importantly, a new Chief Executive, who joined NHF in July 2005, 

wanted to increase NHF‟s political influence. A dedicated campaign team was established, 

with an increased budget, as part of an effort to make campaigning a core competency for the 

organisation. NHF was seeking a campaign that would allow it to develop skills, and 

demonstrate to its members and other important stakeholders that it was taking a more active 

role in relevant political issues. 

In early 2007, when NHF was initially setting up the campaign, data from Energywatch (a 

statutory body charged with protecting the interests of energy consumers) showing showed 

that the annual differential between prepayment and standard credit tariffs for electricity 

ranged from £7 (Scottish Power) to £66 (Powergen), and the differential for gas ranged from 

£0 (Scottish Power, Powergen, EDF and SSE) to £60 (Npower). 

Various NGOs were concerned about this situation and were campaigning for suppliers to 

voluntarily reduce the premium and for the government to take action. Energywatch was the 

most active campaigner. Its actions included production of price comparison factsheets, 

highlighting the issue in press releases and encouraging customers to switch to suppliers with 

lower premiums. Other interested organisations included Age Concern, Child Poverty Action 

Group, Citizens Advice, Disability Alliance, End Child Poverty, Help the Aged, National 

Consumer Group and National Energy Action. These groups were mainly focused on fuel 

poverty, with prepayment meters as a peripheral but related concern. 

As section 5.6 outlines, at the start of NHF‟s involvement, energy suppliers neither appeared 

to have a strong incentive to reduce their prepayment tariffs, nor believe this course of action 

to be effective in reducing fuel poverty. In February 2010 British Gas equalised its gas 

prepayment and standard credit tariffs, meaning that none of the six main suppliers charged a 

premium for prepayment tariffs, and NHF claimed victory. 

3.2. Campaign timeline 

The diagram on the following page shows when key events in the campaign occurred. The 

campaign can be understood in three stages, shown at the bottom of the diagram: 

(i) Joint fuel poverty / prepayment meter campaign. In the initial stages of the campaign, 

NHF campaigned with a strong fuel poverty message. Energywatch provided the 

campaign with policy resources during this phase. The first of three waves of 

equalisations occurred, with SSE and British Gas equalising electricity and Scottish 

Power equalising electricity and gas tariffs. 

(ii) Parliamentary work to push the government to support its commitments. As section 

5.3  outlines, in early 2008 the government recognised that some prepayment tariffs were 

not cost reflective and committed to take action if suppliers did not address the issue 

voluntarily. Chancellor Alastair Darling‟s budget speech in March 2008 marked the start of 

this phase. A large proportion of NHF‟s work during this period involved pressuring the 

government to stick to these commitments through direct advocacy and coordination of 

letter writing. A second group of equalisations occurred around the time that Ofgem 

published the interim findings of its Energy Supply Probe, which found that some 

prepayment tariffs were not cost reflective. 
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(iii) Focused on suppliers. Three gas prepayment tariffs remained more expensive than 

standard credit. NHF was approached with a story showing that suppliers may be in 

breach of relevant EU directives, and in June 2009 ran this story in conjunction with 

research showing that prepayment customers had been overcharged by £464m. This 

stage of the campaign was characterised by a focus on media work. NHF perceived that 

the government had done all it was prepared to, and began focused on suppliers to 

achieve full equalisation. In late 2009, NHF tried to introduce a Private Members‟ Bill to 

parliament to raise further awareness of the issue. 
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Timeline of key events during NHF’s prepayment meter campaign 
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4. Campaign strategy 

4.1. Rationale for undertaking the campaign 

NHF had two broad aims in running the campaign. These were: 

(i) To establish NHF as a campaigning organisation. NHF had taken a decision to run 

more campaigns, and to take on campaigns with a social justice component that were 

outside its normal technical housing remit. A new Chief Executive was the key internal 

change leading to this decision. In this context, NHF was looking for a campaign with a 

clear objective that could be used as a „starter‟ campaign, to build the organisation‟s 

campaigning skills and build its profile among key stakeholder groups. Internal campaign 

updates gave the following as the campaign‟s aim: 

“To raise the profile of the National Housing Federation and its members in tackling financial 

inclusion.” 

Given the aim outlined in (i), NHF had a relatively free hand to choose the campaign 

issue, targets and approach, and was not constrained by corporate NHF policy and 

strategy. 

(ii) To remove the premium charged on prepayment meter tariffs. The campaign had a 

very clear external objective, which was to make the six main energy suppliers equalise 

their prepayment meter and standard credit tariffs. The campaign team felt in sympathy 

with the social justice aspect of the campaign and found the “moral aspect” motivating. 

This evaluation is primarily designed to determine the external impact of NHF‟s campaign, 

and is therefore focused on the second of these aims. However, there is also some 

discussion of the campaign‟s effectiveness in meeting the first aim, particularly in section 5.7. 

4.2. Campaign approach 

NHF used a range of tools in the campaign, including media, advocacy (i.e. direct 

engagement with parliament, the government and the energy suppliers), policy research and 

popular mobilisation. The effectiveness of these tools is discussed in detail in section 5. 

In selecting which of these tools to use, NHF made trade-offs between a partnership 

approach, where it would engage and cooperate with campaign targets, and an adversarial 

approach, designed to pressurise the government and energy suppliers into action. NHF 

made a decision to use adversarial tools, and media work was felt by the campaign team to 

be the most important element of the campaign. This was particularly true in later stages of 

the campaign, where media work took up the largest part of the team‟s resources. 

NHF‟s decision to work in an adversarial style was well illustrated by its pursuit of the story 

about the energy suppliers‟ potential breach of EU directives, which as outlined in section 0 

harmed relations with DECC and Ofgem. NHF knew this may be a consequence of the story, 

but placed higher value on its media impact compared to ongoing dialogue with decision 

makers who NHF felt were not minded to take further action on the issue. 

Parliamentary advocacy was also felt to be an important tool and the campaign included 

significant engagement with sympathetic MPs. Popular mobilisation was a smaller part of the 

campaign, and mainly consisted of encouraging housing associations (and sometimes their 

tenants) to contact their local MPs. Some policy work was commissioned, which comprised a 

relatively small part of the overall work undertaken. 
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5. Effectiveness 

5.1. Summary 

In early 2010 British Gas equalised its gas prepayment and standard credit tariffs, meaning 

that there were no prepayment premiums among any of the six main energy suppliers. NHF 

considers the attribution of the suppliers‟ equalisations to its campaign to be very clear. 

This evaluation shows that NHF can claim significant responsibility for the focus on overpriced 

tariffs in Ofgem‟s Energy Supply Probe, which led to a number of reductions in prepayment 

meter tariffs and some equalisations in late 2008. The focus on „cost reflectivity‟ (the principle 

that differences between payment methods are only justified where they reflect the cost of 

administering the methods) in the Energy Supply Probe was a result of parliamentary 

pressure, which in turn largely originated from NHF‟s campaign. NHF can also claim 

significant responsibility for the final group of equalisations (consisting of three gas 

prepayment tariffs) that occurred in late 2009 and early 2010. These were a result of 

sustained media and parliamentary pressure on the energy suppliers. 

NHF made a clear decision to use an adversarial campaigning style, and the campaigning 

tools it used worked well in terms of media coverage and gaining parliamentary sympathy, 

and as section 5.6 shows, both these channels had a strong impact on the energy suppliers. 

This approach also meant that direct engagement with ministers, officials at DECC, Ofgem 

and energy suppliers was less effective. For the purposes of achieving the aims of this 

campaign, NHF used appropriate tools.  

This section evaluates the quality and impact of NHF‟s campaign, organised around the four 

types of tool: media, advocacy, policy research and popular mobilisation. It also looks at how 

the factors affecting the energy companies‟ decisions to equalise were balanced, and at how 

external stakeholders perceived NHF during the campaign. 

5.2. Media 

NHF prioritised use of media in the campaign and focused internal resources in this area. The 

campaign attracted media attention from local press, national tabloids and broadsheets and 

radio. The media coverage was almost exclusively sympathetic to the campaign, using NHF‟s 

research and wording. This element of the campaign had a significant direct impact on energy 

suppliers, particularly during later stages of the campaign, and the final group of equalisations 

in late 2009 and early 2010 can reasonably be attributed to it. 

Development of the media campaign 

Although some media work was undertaken in early stages of the campaign, there was low 

awareness of this among suppliers and journalists. The campaign‟s media coverage 

increased significantly in early-mid 2008, with a number of focused events including National 

Energy Week, Ofgem‟s interim Energy Supply Probe report and press campaigns around 

Early Day Motions. 

In mid-2009, NHF ran the highest profile media event of the campaign. In March, a lawyer 

approached NHF and provided advice suggesting that suppliers were in breach of EU 

directives for not offering cost reflective tariffs. This was supplemented with research 

indicating that energy customers had been overcharged by £464m through prepayment 

meters. This story was released in June 2009 and received close attention across the media. 

NHF‟s campaign team was aware that this story may have two significant impacts on the 

campaign. Firstly, prepayment customers who felt they had been overcharged by their 
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suppliers would contact NHF and seek assistance with claiming refunds. Secondly, the 

government may look less favourably at the campaign for taking a strongly adversarial 

stance. In fact, various stakeholder groups reported that DECC ceased most communication 

with NHF regarding prepayment meters because the story implied that the EU directives had 

not been properly implemented and this could lead to reputational or legal challenges. 

These trade-offs were recognised by the campaign team. The story was used because NHF 

believed the government was satisfied with Ofgem‟s increased focus on cost reflectivity, and 

the prepayment tariff reductions and equalisations that took place in mid-2008, and would not 

take further action. For these reasons, NHF felt the importance of its relationship with the 

government on this issue was reduced, and the campaign should focus on pressurising 

suppliers directly to remove the remaining premiums. 

The campaign team saw the story as a significant risk for NHF, and were able to take the risk 

because the Chief Executive felt that the story would support NHF‟s aim to build its 

campaigning profile. 

This approach to media work continued until the end of the campaign, with a number of lower 

profile media events, including the launch of a Private Members Bill in October 2009. 

Volume of relevant media 

Google News Archive
ii
 was reviewed for evidence on the relative media focus on prepayment 

meters during the campaign and the contribution of NHF. Several key words were tested, with 

„pre-payment meter‟ proving most relevant. The chart and commentary below are drawn from 

a search of the archive conducted on 22 July 2010. 

Volume of articles in Google News Archive including „prepayment meter‟: 

 

Note, the chart shows a relative scale and indicates where the largest volumes of media 

coverage occurred (rather than the absolute number of articles). The commentary below is 

based on a review of the articles listed in the chart above. 

 2004 – 2005: mainly international articles, with some UK articles referencing 

Energywatch. 

 2006: continued international articles (with a peak in early 2006 and then continuing 

at a low level for the rest of the timeline), with more UK articles originating from 

Energywatch and a coalition of charities concerned with fuel poverty. 

 2007: significantly more UK articles, including coverage in The Sun, The Times, The 

Express, The Mirror, The Guardian and regional and local titles. Some of the 

coverage included commentary from Energywatch, with high profile articles 

referencing NHF appearing later in the year. 

 2008: significant growth in media coverage, including national, regional and local 

newspaper titles, and extending to television broadcasters including BBC and 

Channel 4. The largest media moments were in March, covering the Budget speech 

and launch of Ofgem‟s Energy Supply probe; July, covering the South West housing 

associations‟ action; and September, covering Energy Action Week. NHF was the 

most frequently referenced campaigner, with Energywatch/Consumer Focus also 

mentioned on many articles. 
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 2009: the overall volume of articles decreased slightly in 2009, with NHF remaining 

the most frequently referenced campaigner. The story in June 2009 regarding the 

potential breach of EU directives and overcharging provided high profile coverage 

(particularly on the BBC), rather than a large volume of coverage. Some other 

campaigners, including Age Concern, were referenced occasionally. 

 2010: the volume of media decreased significantly, with most coverage surrounding 

British Gas‟ equalisation in February. 

Why was the media campaign strong? 

Based on discussions with representatives of the media, the campaign attracted strong media 

support for four reasons: 

(i) The campaign had backing from housing associations. This was a strong „hook‟ for the 

media stories, and gave press releases from the campaign team credibility.  Housing 

associations themselves were particularly effective in placing stories in local media. 

(ii) NHF aligned its stories with broader political events, increasing media interest. For 

example, the IPA research report was released during the government‟s launch of the fuel 

poverty package in September 2008. 

(iii) Fuel poverty was a strong media theme during the campaign, which meant that journalists 

were looking for stories on the subject. Although the campaign did not clearly show a link 

between prepayment energy tariffs and fuel poverty (as discussed in section 5.6), most 

journalists viewed prepayment premiums as a consumer issue or a general fuel poverty 

issue. 

(iv) Journalists felt that NHF‟s policy work was well researched and was easy to translate into 

stories. 

Impact on energy suppliers 

The impact of the media campaign on the energy suppliers increased over time. According to 

energy suppliers that had not already equalised their tariffs by mid-2009, the media reports in 

final stage of the campaign were a strong factor in their decisions to equalise. They did not 

identify particular media stories as highly detrimental to their reputation, and were most 

concerned with the persistent negative publicity.  

5.3. Advocacy 

This section looks at NHF‟s efforts to directly engage with relevant organisations. It is broken 

into three areas: the government and Ofgem, parliament and the energy suppliers.  

The government and Ofgem 

The government‟s starting position was that the higher prices in prepayment tariffs reflected 

the costs of running the meter infrastructure and were therefore justified. A letter from Lord 

Truscott, DTI energy minister, to a housing association in April 2007 illustrates this: 

“The higher tariff from pre-payment meters reflects the additional cost of the meter itself and 

of the related infrastructure… Surveys by energy suppliers show that the majority of 

customers are happy with this payment method. 

This position was reiterated by successive energy ministers up to early 2008. The 

government position changed at this stage to being uncertain whether energy tariff 

differentials were all cost reflective, and this became an important element of Ofgem‟s Energy 
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Supply Probe, launched in March 2008. Energy minister Malcolm Wicks was recorded as 

saying in the Energy Bill Commons Committee Stage in March 2008: 

“Most of the poor… are not on prepayment meters. However, a rough summary of the 

evidence is that there is an association between being on a prepayment meter and being on a 

low income… We need to be a little mindful about cost impacts of poorer but non-

prepayment-meter customers. I am mindful of that, but I hear the voice of Parliament and I 

share the concern that there seems to be an injustice.” 

Alastair Darling (the Chancellor)‟s budget speech in March 2008 included stronger language: 

We want to see the 5 million customers on prepayment meters given a fairer deal… We will 

work with the companies to take further action on a voluntary and statutory basis – to 

underpin this as necessary we will legislate.” 

NHF considered this speech to be an important point in the campaign, because it was a clear 

prompt for the energy companies and Ofgem to address the premiums. Letters from 

Treasury, BERR and DECC ministers to NHF campaign supporters from March 2008 to 

autumn 2008 reiterated this position. 

Until the publication of Ofgem‟s interim findings from the Energy Supply Probe, Ofgem had 

not indicated that it considered prepayment tariffs to be a question of market failure. The 

report, published in October 2008, included: 

“We believe that action is necessary to ensure that the premium charged to all pre-payment 

customers is placed on a sound cost basis.” 

For the purposes of attribution, the key considerations are (i) the extent to which the NHF 

campaign directly changed the government‟s position on prepayment meters, and (ii) the 

extent to which the NHF changed Ofgem‟s position on this issue. Interviews with officials and 

politicians with an understanding of Ofgem‟s actions in this area suggest that NHF had very 

little direct impact on either. A number of officials said that they were not able to engage with 

NHF and include it in decision-making because its approach was too aggressive. NHF‟s work 

around the potential breach by energy suppliers of EU directives was a particular issue. 

The NHF campaign team did not believe that it could affect DECC‟s and Ofgem‟s policies on 

prepayment meters directly, as this would require a larger campaign with more resources and 

political access. However, the campaign had a strong indirect influence on the government, 

mediated through parliament. Interviewees in parliament suggested that many MPs felt there 

were a number of market issues that Ofgem needed to address.  

Parliament 

Parliament‟s starting point was one of general sympathy (particularly from Labour and the 

Liberal Democrats) but low understanding. A parliamentary survey by Communicate 

Research Ltd in 2006 showed that 82% would „strongly support‟ or „tend to support‟ “a 

campaign for energy companies to absorb the cost of metering so that this distinction in 

charging is removed”. Relevant Early Day Motions tended to attract good support, with EDM 

2009 in 2007
iii
 gaining 175 signatures, EDM 297 of 2008

iv
 gaining 80, EDM 918 of 2009

v
 

gaining 135 and EDM 74 of 2009
vi
 gaining 149. 

There were a number of MPs who were particularly receptive to the campaign, and NHF‟s 

campaign empowered these MPs speak with confidence and pressurise parliament to act. 

Politicians active in parliament reported that NHF‟s campaign was a key reason for the 

increased visibility and concern with prepayment energy tariffs in parliament. 
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In late 2009 NHF supported a Private Members‟ Bill - The Equalisation of Tariffs for Gas and 

Electricity Bill - designed to prevent suppliers from charging prepayment customers more than 

other customers. While the campaign team were aware that this had little chance of becoming 

law, it was employed as an awareness raising device and a hook for media stories.  

NHF engaged with parliament effectively, which in turn put pressure on the government and 

Ofgem to take action on prepayment meters. There is some indication from parliamentary 

interviewees that NHF‟s parliamentary work was more effective in later stages of the 

campaign, and did not identify the right MPs for focused advocacy in the earlier stages. 

Energy suppliers 

Direct advocacy of energy suppliers was not a large part of the campaign. NHF wrote letters 

to the energy suppliers and later in the campaign met with representatives of some of the 

energy companies, primarily as a result of media stories that the companies wanted to 

respond to. 

The energy companies interviewed all felt that NHF should have engaged with them more 

closely and at an earlier stage. The relevant officials reported that NHF would have been 

more effective in achieving its campaign aims if it had worked with them rather than producing 

negative press reports.  

It is not surprising that energy suppliers expressed a preference for private engagement over 

popular mobilisations and media campaigns that have reputational impacts. While we are 

unable to verify the potential effectiveness of a campaign following the route preferred by the 

energy suppliers, it is worth noting that the targets claim that a private approach may be more 

effective in the future. 

5.4. Policy research 

For the purposes of this evaluation, „policy research‟ is work that is aimed to contribute to 

expert debates and advance knowledge in a particular policy area.  

In support of the prepayment meter campaign, NHF conducted and commissioned some 

policy research, which is indicated on the timeline in section 3.2. This work did not take up a 

large part of the campaign team‟s resources. Most of the research undertaken by the 

campaign team was designed to support specific media stories, rather than to support NHF‟s 

position in intellectual debates. 

As discussed elsewhere in this report, NHF did find supporters among politicians and its own 

members (i.e.  housing associations). This section looks at some of the areas where NHF 

appeared not to „win‟ the argument. It also looks at perceptions of the quality and rigour of 

NHF‟s policy work. 

The connection between fuel poverty and prepayment tariffs 

NHF campaign staff interviewed for this report recognised that there is not a straightforward 

relationship between prepayment meter tariffs and fuel poverty, because people using 

prepayment meters and disadvantaged groups are not directly correlated.  

For the NHF team, the campaign did not need to be rooted in fuel poverty, because there was 

a clear social injustice related to prepayment customers paying more. External supporters of 

the campaign among housing associations, politicians and the media felt the same way. 

However, many of NHF‟s campaign targets in parliament and government felt that the 

prepayment premium had to relate clearly to fuel poverty or was not an important issue, and 

did not support it because they could not make the connection.  
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NHF recognised this issue later in the campaign and much of its policy work aimed to 

demonstrate that customers using prepayment meters were on lower incomes or in poverty. 

However, external stakeholders do not believe that NHF successfully addressed this issue. 

This did not appear to be an issue for the media, who ran the stories based on „unfair‟ or 

„extortionate‟ premiums, or „the prepayment rip-off‟. For the media, the campaign was 

attractive from a consumer perspective rather than from a social justice perspective. 

NHF has not changed the view of energy suppliers 

Before, during and after the campaign, energy companies did not agree that prepayment 

tariffs should always be fully aligned to standard credit. This is because prepayment meters 

cost more to administer than other payment channels, and it is therefore reasonable to charge 

more, and because there is no strong social imperative to remove the premium from 

prepayment meters. A letter from British Gas to Suffolk Housing Society on 26 January 2007 

demonstrates this position: 

“It is generally more expensive to support a prepayment customer than it is a credit customer 

and where this is the case, these costs are invariably passed onto the customer in one form 

or another. In other words, an alignment of a tariff will impact all customers, irrespective of 

circumstance rather than providing specific and targeted help to those that actually need it.” 

In the interviews to support this research, energy suppliers said they do not agree that 

prepayment tariffs should have been equalised, but did so due to political and media 

pressure.  

This may indicate that suppliers will seek to reintroduce a premium for prepayment meters if 

they feel that the political and social climate has changed or the focus on tariffs differentials 

has faded. It also demonstrates the strength of the campaign in forcing the energy suppliers 

to equalise their tariffs despite their position that the prepayment premiums were justified. 

Quality of policy work 

Among the stakeholders that Firetail interviewed for this research, those that supported the 

campaign tended to feel that NHF‟s policy work was rigorous, while those that did not support 

the campaign felt it was not rigorous and sometimes biased.  

Interviews with stakeholder groups that were not supportive of the campaign suggest that 

NHF may not have been able to change their views on the issue with policy work, and the 

quality issues suggested above were not a strong concern for the campaign‟s effectiveness. 

5.5. Popular mobilisation 

NHF worked with housing associations and in some cases directly with tenants to encourage 

them to write to their MPs or to the government to highlight the prepayment issue. Based on 

feedback from politicians, energy companies and the government, NHF was successful in 

these efforts because these stakeholders received a lot of correspondence from campaign 

supporters.  

Housing associations were involved from early in the campaign and were very supportive of 

the campaign and its aims. Correspondence from housing associations formed a large part of 

the awareness of the campaign in parliament. According to politicians who were interested in 

prepayment meters, this was a large part of the reason why previously uninterested MPs 

became engaged with the subject. 

NHF also engaged with individuals directly, through social media, email lists and a postcard 

campaign mediated through housing associations early in the campaign. However, these 
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efforts did not form a large part of the campaign and did not have a significant impact on the 

campaign targets. An interviewee from a housing association suggested that the issue might 

be too technical for individuals to engage with, but it seems more likely that NHF did not use 

mobilisation of individuals as an important tool, preferring media-led actions. 

5.6. Factors affecting the energy companies’ decision to equalise 

There were a number of factors affecting the energy companies‟ decisions to equalise their 

prepayment tariffs. Early in the campaign, these factors were weighted toward retaining the 

premium. 

The equalisations between 2006 and 2010 happened in three waves: firstly, equalisations of 

electricity in early 2007 (and in Scottish Power‟s case electricity and gas), then two 

equalisations of both electricity and gas tariffs in mid 2008, then equalisations of the 

remaining gas premiums in late 2009 and early 2010. These groupings are shown on the 

timeline in section 3.2. 

The pressures on energy suppliers at the time of each of these waves were different. The 

causes of the first wave are mainly outside the scope of this evaluation. The second wave 

was responding primarily to Ofgem‟s focus on cost reflectivity. The third wave was responding 

primarily to media pressure. The reasons for individual suppliers falling into different waves 

reflect differences in their markets, infrastructure costs and other internal factors and are not 

examined in this report. 

The diagram on the following page is an indication of the general factors under consideration 

for a typical energy supplier before and during the campaign. It also shows the contribution of 

NHF to the increased pressure to reduce the premium. 

Note that the diagram does not separate cost reflectivity (the main driver in Ofgem‟s Energy 

Supply Probe) and tariff equalisation (NHF‟s aim). 

One further dynamic affecting the timing of equalisations – and the effectiveness of some of 

NHF‟s campaign tactics – is the behaviour of the energy suppliers in relation to each other. 

Interviewees from the energy suppliers expressed a clear preference not to be the last energy 

supplier with a prepayment tariff. As such, the campaign built momentum and suppliers 

became more susceptible to reputational pressure as they became more isolated.
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Factors affecting an energy supplier’s decision to reduce prepayment premiums 
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5.7. External perceptions of the National Housing Federation 

This section looks at two areas – whether NHF was considered to be an appropriate 

organisation to run the prepayment meter campaign, and what type of organisation 

interviewees felt NHF to be. Some of the messages provided by stakeholders in this area are 

useful given NHF‟s aim to become more established as a campaigning organisation. 

Stakeholder groups without exception felt that NHF was an appropriate organisation to run 

the prepayment campaign because a large proportion of housing association tenants use 

prepayment meters. Other organisations interested in prepayment meters tended to have a 

broader fuel poverty interest, which as outlined in section 5.4 was not felt to provide a credible 

grounding for the campaign. Some represented specific constituencies, such as older people, 

which similarly did not have a clear correlation with prepayment meters.  

As discussed elsewhere in this report, parliamentary stakeholders, the media and many 

housing associations responded well to the campaign style, but government officials and 

energy suppliers were unwilling to engage with NHF as a result of this approach. At present, 

NHF is felt to be an important and useful stakeholder for both government officials and energy 

suppliers.  

There is nothing to suggest that long term relationships with these groups of stakeholders 

have been damaged by the prepayment campaign. If the adversarial approach taken in the 

campaign is replicated throughout NHF‟s campaigning work, there may be a risk that 

stakeholders who are not in general support of NHF may prove more reluctant to engage in 

the future. 

All groups of stakeholders felt that NHF was a „hybrid‟ organisation, in part representing its 

housing association membership and in part campaigning on broader social justice issues. 

The housing associations interviewed for this evaluation valued this dual approach and were 

supportive of NHF‟s role as a campaigner. They also recognised the role of the prepayment 

meter campaign in developing this role. 
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6. Ways of working 

This section reviews the skills used by the campaign team how NHF‟s internal processes 

contributed to the effectiveness of the campaign. It also looks at the campaigning 

partnerships used by NHF. 

6.1. Skills and capabilities 

At the start of the prepayment campaign, NHF had a newly formed campaign team. Much of 

the media, advocacy and popular mobilisation elements of the campaign were run by team 

members. A lawyer was engaged to give an opinion on the suppliers‟ compliance with 

relevant legislation on tariffs, and a parliamentary consultant was hired to assist with the 

Private Members‟ Bill in late 2009, but the work was otherwise conducted in-house. 

Most of the campaign‟s policy research was commissioned from a range of suppliers, 

including Accent, YouGov, IPA and ABS Energy Research. 

There were no formal progress reports or campaign plans, but there was rigorous tracking of 

media reporting and correspondence with organisations and the campaign team made a 

comprehensive file of evidence available to Firetail for the purposes of this review. 

The campaign demonstrates a clear improvement in expertise in using the key tools in this 

campaign – particularly dealing the media and engaging with parliament.  

6.2. Internal processes 

When the campaign was set up, the campaign team had recently been established with a 

significant budget increase and a new Chief Executive who wanted to position NHF as a 

campaigning organisation. NHF had a new mission statement that included campaigning, and 

aimed to create a narrative in which housing associations were value-based, mission-driven 

organisations with a strong sense of social justice.  

The campaign was run mainly by the campaigns team in isolation 

The campaign was conducted by the campaign team with little involvement from other parts 

of the organisation. This was mainly because prepayment meters are outside of NHF‟s usual 

areas of expertise and colleagues in other parts of the organisation therefore did not require 

sign-off or offer feedback on the campaign. 

The fact that the policy work was either drawn from external sources or from within the 

campaign team meant that the team considered itself relatively “nimble” as it did not have to 

seek external approval for its policy lines. 

Other teams were co-operative with the campaign. The commercial team, for example, 

agreed not to accept sponsorship from energy companies that had not equalised their 

prepayment tariffs. 

The campaign could run for a long time 

NHF was able to continue with the campaign until it was „won‟ (i.e. all suppliers equalised), 

because there was senior support for campaigns to continue until they are successful. 

As discussed above, NHF kept pushing for equalisation when the results of the Ofgem 

Energy Supply Probe had led to significantly reduced prepayment premiums. After this there 

was some internal pressure to drop the campaign, but the campaign team was able to draw 

on senior support for the campaign and keep working on it. 
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6.3. Campaigning partnerships 

The prepayment campaign was led by NHF with a number of interested organisations (those 

listed in section 3.1, as well as the Chartered Institute of Housing, Toynbee Hall, UNISON, 

RADAR and Barnados) making small contributions at various stages. The campaign was not 

run as a coalition and NHF was the main owner of the prepayment tariff agenda. Energywatch 

was the most active campaigner, which NHF cooperated closely with before it was merged 

into Consumer Focus. 

Other campaigners appear to have stepped back from the issue when NHF started 

campaigning on it, and may have done so because they accepted NHF‟s ownership of it. 
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7. Lessons 

NHF‟s prepayment campaign was successful in exerting pressure on energy suppliers and 

developing the skills and profile of the organisation. NHF‟s campaigns now and in the future 

are working in a different environment and this must be acknowledged for the lessons to be 

used effectively. 

NHF‟s campaigning environment is different in two key ways. Firstly, NHF is no longer looking 

for „starter‟ campaigns. This means that NHF will not run campaigns with the primary aim of 

consolidating its status as a campaigning organisation, but will seek issues that have a clear 

connection to its corporate objectives. Secondly, there is a new government in place with 

different priorities and styles of engagement with campaigners. 

In terms of planning future campaigns, the following points are worth considering: 

(i) Simplicity of campaign ‘ask’. The prepayment meter campaign was successful largely 

because the media and many politicians sympathised with the straightforward arguments 

that the prepayment premium represented an injustice or was a „rip-off‟. While these 

targets felt the underlying policy work was robust, NHF was not able to convince sceptical 

campaign targets on the more nuanced connection to fuel poverty. 

(ii) Corporate style. NHF‟s campaigns will drive perceptions of its public profile. If all 

campaigns use an adversarial style, like the prepayment campaign, this is likely to form a 

view of NHF‟s corporate style among politicians, government officials and other 

stakeholders. This may not be a negative development in terms of NHF‟s broader aims, 

but NHF may need to account for some internal stakeholders and some members who 

feel NHF should be more conciliatory toward government officials and corporate 

stakeholders. 

(iii) Connection to membership. Parliamentary stakeholders in particular valued the 

prepayment meter campaign‟s grounding in the membership of housing associations (a 

large proportion of tenants use prepayment meters). Other stakeholder groups also 

considered this to be important to NHF‟s credibility in running the campaign. Future 

campaigns are likely to be more successful if they are based on issues that are of clear 

and direct importance to NHF‟s members. This connection also motivates members to 

engage with and support the campaign. 

(iv) Coalition and partnership campaigning. NHF was the main campaigner on the 

prepayment meter issue and did not work in close partnership with other campaigners for 

the majority of the campaign. In this case, other campaigners appeared to accept NHF‟s 

leadership and step back from the issue. For issues that are of central importance to 

other campaigning organisations, NHF may need to work in partnerships or formal 

coalitions and this approach was not tested in the prepayment meter campaign. 

(v) Connection to issues of popular concern. The social justice messages of the 

campaign gained limited traction in the media, because other fuel poverty issues were of 

higher priority. The consumer-based messages (around overcharging) got significant 

traction in the media and among consumers. Where social justice issues can be framed in 

consumer terms, they are likely to gain more profile in popular media. 

(vi) Selection of campaign tools. As this report outlines, NHF used a particular set of tools 

and style in this campaign, focusing on media and parliamentary advocacy and using a 

confrontational style. In this case, these tools were effective. Other campaigns may have 

different targets with different concerns, so the tools and campaigning style would have to 

be chosen accordingly. 
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http://www.ofgem.gov.uk/Markets/RetMkts/ensuppro/Documents1/Update%20on%20Probe%

20Monitoring_FINAL.pdf  

ii
 http://news.google.co.uk/archivesearch. Note that Google News Archive is not 

comprehensive. 

iii
 http://edmi.parliament.uk/EDMi/EDMDetails.aspx?EDMID=32718  

iv
 http://edmi.parliament.uk/EDMi/EDMDetails.aspx?EDMID=37297  

v
 http://edmi.parliament.uk/EDMi/EDMDetails.aspx?EDMID=37997  

vi
 http://edmi.parliament.uk/EDMi/EDMDetails.aspx?EDMID=39611  
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