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[bookmark: _Toc119153817]Abstract
A good work-life balance is important, as keeping work and family life separate will maintain good social/family time, better mental health, and general well-being, but it is easier said than done.
This paper investigates why a particular team in a large energy organisation are overworked to the point of exhaustion, what factors have contributed to the situation and what can be done to alleviate the problem. 
The executive complaints team was put together a few years ago to deal with prepayment customers who self-disconnected, this was to take the extra calls away from the general enquires department which had busy phone lines. The team’s hours of work are between 8-6 pm and they would receive approx. 15 referrals a day between 12 people. They had an easy working day with no stress and sickness levels didn’t exist. It was extremely rare someone would call in sick. 
The company got through the worst of a worldwide pandemic from 2020 to 2022 but knew it wasn’t going to be easy to get back to normality. In October 2021, the company saw its first high-energy increase in a while, which was expected due to all the energy companies that had gone out of business during the pandemic. This price rise resulted in a slight workload increase but was manageable. In 2022 new price increases were announced which caused worry and concern for business and domestic customers, this is now known as the cost-of-living crisis.
The report looks at what impact the cost-of-living crisis has had, how it has impacted the Executive team’s working day, and what solutions are suggested to control the team’s workload. It will also look at the government’s involvement, what are they doing to help people, how is the economy holding up, and how has this impacted everyone’s mental health and well-being.
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The Extra Help Unit (EHU), is a higher body within the Citizens Advice Bureau.
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1.0. Introduction
The author of this report works for a large energy company who are at the forefront of the cost-of-living crisis, this is due to the vast increase in energy costs in the last 6 months. She works for the Executive External Complaints Team (EECT), which is a vital team for helping vulnerable customers who have self-disconnected or are due to self-disconnect, this means they have or are about to run out of credit on their prepayment meter and have no money to top it up. When customers are classed as vulnerable, this is devised as a client who has young children in the property, has medical conditions, disabilities, mental health issues, or is on low income and has no money available to top up the energy meter. 

All energy providers have a small team that deals with self-disconnection cases, this is where a customer has gone off supply due to having no funds to top up the energy meter, and the EECT aim to deal with these cases within the 2 hours deadline. Up until April 2022, these team managed the workload without any issues.  

In April 2022, energy prices increased by 54% as reported in a Citizens Advice Crunch Point report, (CAB, 2022), resulting in self-disconnection cases increasing. This has put pressure on the EECT, the only team in the company trained to deal with self-disconnection cases. The increase in their cases is leading to stress which causes mistakes, and near-missed deadlines. Agents are working unpaid overtime, working after their shift has ended, to make sure they deal with every case on time, leading to burnout, staff becoming overwhelmed and sickness.  

Many of the student’s references are from 2022, as the cost-of-living crisis is the most reported topic this year, it covers not just energy prices, but the rise in inflation which has increased food prices, interest rates, petrol prices, and the fall in the value of sterling. Living standards have not been this poor since the 1950s, (Partington, 2022), also the War in Ukraine has had an impact on the cost of living, (Sillars, 2022). This is due to Russia cutting 88% of the gas supplies to the west which has caused a 210% increase in wholesale gas prices, (BBC, 2022). All this is the cause of the EECT’s workload due to customers not having any spare money to top up their prepayment meters. 

As mentioned above the team have a deadline, this is explained in the next section. 

[bookmark: _Toc119153820]1.0.1. The deadline explained
The 2-hour deadline is set by Ofgem and is covered under the Consumers, Estate Agents and Redress Act 2007 (CEAR), (Ofgem, 2008). “Not responding to a consumer being off supply will be logged as a breach of Ofgem’s Complaint Handling Standards set out by Ofgem. Therefore, it is imperative suppliers have resources and contacts in place to handle priority cases effectively”, (CAS, 2021).  If the team miss the deadline, the company can get into trouble and possibly be fined for breaching the act. The amount of the fine depends on what action is taken, if it goes to the financial ombudsman the fine is £650, plus any compensation they advise should be awarded to the customer who was let down. If the breach is serious enough for court action, then “The imposition of a financial penalty, of an amount which is determined by reference to the nature of the contravention and the trader’s circumstances, is likely to be the most cost-effective penalty in criminal and civil proceedings for inducing compliance”, (oecd.org, nd).  If a company is taken to court for breaching the consumer act, they could end up paying the consumers legal costs as well as receiving a penalty, (Law.ox.ac.UK, ND). 

The EECT has never missed deadlines and has never been in this overwhelming position previously. The team have a great relationship with the Citizen’s Advice Bureau and the Extra Help Unit (EHU), which is a higher body within the Citizens Advice Bureau, so they are doing all they possibly can to complete cases within the 2 hours to retain the good relations and stay compliant. This was recognised by Ofgem as James Sillars (2022) reported, “Ofgem said its review of supplier compliance found that only one firm, British Gas, was meeting its obligations and the rest had to step up at a time when households were facing unprecedented bills amid the cost-of-living crisis”.

The next section explains how the executive team worked before April 2022 price increase.

[bookmark: _Toc119153821]1.1. How the executive team worked before price rises.
The EECT are sent referrals from the Citizens Advice Bureau and the Extra Help Unit. Each referral must be dealt with within two hours of receiving it. It can take up to an hour to deal with each referral, this was manageable when they were getting 3 referrals a day, but with the increase in self-disconnections, some days they can get 10 referrals to deal with in a 7 or 8-hour shift. This is not sustainable, and something needs to change. 

A typical day in the EECT would be two maybe three self-disconnection referrals each. When a referral is emailed to the agent, they have two hours to look through the account, check the annual consumption, and work out what the customer should be topping up monthly, has the customer previously received help, and how many times in the last twelve months. Once they have completed all the checks, they will call the customer, discuss their findings, and advise what help can be offered to get them back on supply. Unfortunately, not all cases are simple, some are meter faults which must be investigated to see if it’s the fault stopping the customer from topping up, these cases require engineer appointments within two hours of speaking to the customer. Once an appointment has been made and the customer is back on supply, the checks into the faulty meter can take up to seven days to complete the case, so an agent can have fifteen to twenty cases in their tray that they are investigating as well as new cases coming in each day. Before the increase in referrals, this was manageable as they had plenty of time to do their investigations.
The next section explains the price rises that have caused an impact on the EECT’s work.
[bookmark: _Toc119153822]1.1.1. Price increase April 2022
Energy prices rose by 54% in April 2022, adding around £700 to the average dual fuel bill, (Bolton & Stewart, 2022). This was upsetting for many, especially people who were already struggling. It is estimated 5 million people will not be able to afford to pay for energy after the April 2022 price rise, as reported by Citizens Advice Bureau in their report titled “Crunch Point” (CAB, 2022).
After April 2022 price hike, Utilita Energy company reported a 60% increase in calls, whilst Citizen’s Advice self-disconnection cases for April 2022, had increased eight-fold compared to the 162 cases they dealt with in April 2021, (Smith, 2022).
The EECT are sent priority cases by email from the EHU, as well as taking calls from the CAB offices around the country. The team started getting stressed as they would receive emails from EHU whilst on the phone dealing with a CAB case, which can take an hour to deal with, this caused them to worry about missing the deadline. To make sure they didn’t miss the deadline they put their reviews on hold so they could deal with the priorities coming in. The reviews could be worked between priorities if they had time, but this led to a build-up of work which started to cause stress. There are reports of emotional exhaustion from overworked employees, (De Croon et al, 2004) and in rare circumstances, Koroshi, which is a consequence of working long hours, (Japanese for death from overwork), (Kanai, 2009), after work recovery is essential to avoid this kind of burnout. 
In August 2022, the announcement of the next price increase going up by 80% in October left the team feeling overwhelmed and worried about how they were going to cope. Some preparations were made to soften the impact, but they underestimated how big the impact was going to be. The next section will explain how it had a big impact.
[bookmark: _Toc119153823]1.1.2. Price Increase October 2022
The EECT workload increased almost immediately, but this time the team tried to prepare by training two employees from another team to deal with self-disconnection cases, to try to cope better than in April. When October came around, the increase in cases doubled, so whilst 2 extra team members helped, it didn’t solve the issue. 
The October price increase was announced by Ofgem to increase by 80% taking customers’ combined bills to £3,500 a year. Further predictions for January were due to be another 50% increase, and energy prices were expected to hit £8,000 by the end of 2023, (Bailey & Tomlinson, 2022), but the government announced a price cap from October 2022, which will keep prices at the October 2022 prices for 2 years. This was a relief for everyone including the executive team, but it still meant millions of people cannot afford to pay the energy prices.
The October price increase took the price cap from £1,277 to £1,971. The increase has put a huge strain on household incomes and increased fuel poverty rates, (Sandiford & McRae, 2022). Many people cannot afford their energy bills or to top up energy meters resulting in going without hot water leaving them unable to shower, keep warm or cook a meal, (Sandiford & McRae, 2022). The Citizen’s Advice advised in their report titled “Crunch Point”, 14.5 million people will not be able to pay for their energy from October 2022. CAB is calling for the government to introduce a plan to decarbonise UK homes and reduce the UK’s reliance on gas, (CAB, 2022).
There are also concerns about the prospect of blackouts and power cuts over the winter period, (Bailey &Tomlinson, 2022). This will cause anguish and health issues, especially for people who keep medication in the fridge such as insulin. It has been reported that there could be 3-hour blackouts at peak times every day throughout January and February 2023, peak times are 4-7 pm, (Kingsley, 2022), but the government and the department of health and social care have failed to produce a plan to show how they will protect people on lifesaving medication during blackouts, (Pring, 2022). This could have been avoided if the UK had more storage capacity. According to Phil Tomlinson, professor of industrial strategy, due to “poor policy choices over the last decade, the UK has been left with the lowest energy storage capacity in Europe”, (University of Birmingham, 2022), this was due to Centrica closing a major gas storage facility in 2017 due to it becoming unsafe and uneconomic as it would cost too much to repair, (Vaughan, 2017).

If we can see what has been researched and what the short-term future is looking like, we can work out a solution to get the team working the way they were before the price increases, whether these are permanent changes or temporary changes which can be reviewed regularly. The prospect of power cuts also needs to be factored in as the team will not be able to work.

The next section is about what is out there to tell people about the cost-of-living crisis, what has caused it and what is involved. 
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There is a large amount of research on the recent cost-of-living crisis, and it is interesting to evaluate how this crisis has impacted the EECT. 

The current energy crisis has plunged millions of people into fuel poverty, (McMahon, 2022), resulting in increased referrals from CAB to the EECT within all energy companies, they help people who have no money to top up their gas or electricity meters. This is called self-disconnection. The EECT must look at all factors when helping people who have self-disconnected, including if they are helping themselves by topping up as much as they can be and rule out the ones who are abusing the system by calling every month for top-ups so they can spend their money elsewhere. Each time a person is given discretionary credit this goes onto their account as debt, so it is not in the customer’s best interest to keep giving them credit as this can make their situation worse. 

Before the April 2022 price rise, the EECT would help people who self-disconnect by giving them advice to try and educate them about their usage and managing their money better. If they are aware of their usage, they can ensure they reduce their usage within their means as to what they can afford and top up enough to last them until their next payday. Some people argue this shouldn’t be the case as most things we use in our day-to-day lives use electricity, but when someone is on a budget, yet they have family members playing on Xboxes or play stations all day which cost £1.43 every two hours, (Pickering, 2022), plus the cost of running large screen TVs which are rated G for efficiency on the energy performance certificates, which tells you how energy efficient your products are from A, (highly efficient), to G, (Inefficient), (Energy saving trust, 2022), this is not being responsible.

When a customer is on a prepayment meter and budgeting, they need to consider what is important and what can be turned off until the energy prices come back down to a fair price, which may be a few years. 

Whilst having these conversations with the customers, the EECT also need to consider the customer experience and loyalty, the company does not want customers going away feeling they cannot use their electricity or gas because they were told not to, it must be communicated in the right way. Miscommunication can have serious impacts. 

The next section will look at the customer’s expectations, why communication is important and why it’s important to keep the customer satisfied. 

[bookmark: _Toc119153825]2.0.1. Customer expectations
The Shannon Weaver Model is a model used to explain communication, this model was originally proposed for verbal communication, but there are some critics regarding its use, such as Sabah Al-Fedaghi (2012), who advised it is not a communication model so may be ineffective. To explain how the model works, the EECT is the information source, they transmit the message to the customer to try to educate them on budgeting, (the noise source), the customer does not take the message the right way and takes it as being told they cannot use their energy as they cannot afford to pay for it, so the customer has received the message but has misinterpreted it in the wrong way. This can lead to complaints being escalated to higher levels, the company’s reputation being damaged, and customers being left in the dark and cold. 

Getting the customer experience right is essential. A competitive organisation requires effective customer communication as customers have more choices and can change to the next company if not happy, (Forsyth, 1999, p.10).

Listening to the customer is very important, Tom Peters suggests we should adopt naïve Listening which is a frame of mind that lets you listen to what the other person is saying before commenting, (Smith, 1994, p.53). This is essential when a customer is making a complaint as you want to know exactly what has upset the customer so you can be empathetic, offer a resolution that will regain their trust, and keep them as loyal customers. 
Organisations with higher customer satisfaction have a low customer turnover. A vital source for attracting new customers is satisfied existing customers, with word of mouth being a good way of maintaining a reputable brand, (Naumann, 1995).

People on low incomes and using a prepayment meter need that empathy and understanding when they have self-disconnected as they are in a very difficult situation which not of their own making. The next section will discuss prepayment meters.

[bookmark: _Toc119153826]2.1. Prepayment meters
Over 4 million people use prepayment meters, whether it was by choice or business discretion due to debt, and the impact of the price rises is taking hold, (Bartholomew, 2022).
Whilst most people manage to top up the meter to cover their monthly usage, others struggle due to lack of funds, more so now as the country is in the grips of the worst cost of living crisis in decades. 
The issue people also face with prepayment meters is the standing charge. If a customer cannot afford to top up their meter and decide to use alternative ways to get energy, mainly gas, they will be pushed into debt by the daily standing charge building up on the meter. The standing charge was imposed by energy suppliers to cover national grid charges and infrastructure costs, (Shaw, 2022). If the customer decides a year or two down the line they want to use the gas again, they have to cover the deficit on the front of the meter to enable the gas supply, (Jayanetti, 2021), if they cannot afford this they can have the debt moved to the back of the meter and pay it off with a weekly recovery rate on top of their weekly top up. Emely Seymore an energy advisor for Which? advised this is so frustrating for households who are trying to save money by reducing usage to a minimum or not using gas at all, (Haynes, 2022).
Fran Lobel (2022) reported energy suppliers are too quick to change a customer to prepayment meters if they are in debt, and she believes this is done to recuperate the debt quicker. There is a level of disagreement with this as it is not entirely true.  A lot of customers choose to go onto prepayment meters as it may benefit them by giving the consumers a choice to pay any debts off at a much lower rate than they would be able to on direct debit and it is a way of budgeting for some, as suggested on the British Gas website titled ‘Paying back debt on a pay as you go meter’, (British gas, nd).

Lobel (2022) also suggests prepayment meters are changed over without regard for customers’ situation or vulnerability, this again is untrue, as a last resort, if a customer does not cooperate, it will go down the warrant route, which means applying to the court to gain access to change the meter. The process can take up to 6 months, sometimes longer with multiple warning letters being sent to the customer before going to the debt office. The energy suppliers will do all they can to reach out to non-paying customers before it gets to the warrant stage, (Nasir, 2022).

The next section explains the Priority Service Register which is used to assess vulnerability to make sure the company is aware of customer needs and is considered when processing to warrant.

[bookmark: _Toc119153827]2.1.1. Priority service register
All energy companies hold a priority service register. Any vulnerable customer, this could be health, age or disability issues will be added to the register when they take out a contract, this is then updated each time a customer is spoken to or can be updated on the British Gas website titled ‘Need extra help?’, (British Gas, nd). Information on the priority service register is taken into consideration when changing meters. 

[bookmark: _Toc119153828]2.2. Self-disconnection 
Self-disconnection means a customer has exhausted all measures available to them to stay on supply for their gas and electricity, such as having no funds to top up the meters and using the emergency credit, (Rocha et al, 2019). This is not always a deliberate action, it is what we call fuel poverty due to the rising cost of living, which is on the increase. 

There is so much literature on self-disconnection on prepayment meters going back to the 1990s when the government’s green paper addressed the self-disconnection issues and advised utility companies to provide a fair deal for consumers, (Doble, 2000), but more so since the 2008 financial crisis, so this is not a new topic, it is highlighted more today due to astronomical energy prices with more and more people unable to afford to pay for gas and electricity, and this is pushing people into debt to keep the necessities on in their homes such as heating and lighting.  

Citizens Advice have advised they have seen the “Highest ever number of people unable to top up their prepayment meters in July”, they also advised, “this is the 5th time this record has been broken this year”, (Mavrokefalidis, 2022). 

Self-disconnection is punitive and unhelpful. Fuel poverty arises from poorly insulated homes, low income, (Sharam, 2003), and 10% or more of a person’s income going on energy bills. According to Josh Sandiford and Isabella McRae (2022), consumers are sacrificing energy bills to buy food and essentials. 
 
The next section will look at what is reported about the cost-of-living crises, this will give the reader an idea of why the student’s team are struggling.

[bookmark: _Toc119153829]2.3. Cost of living crisis 
If you open a newspaper, turn on the TV, or go out for a coffee, you will see “the cost-of-living” headlines almost everywhere.  
This topic has emerged off the back of the covid 19 pandemic, where the world was put into lockdown to save lives, but, ironically, people will now die due to being unable to afford heating and food.

The rising cost of living has 95% of UK adults worried about how they are going to cope, this is across all earnings from low incomes to six figure salaries, with 21% planning on borrowing money to get them out of bother, (Russell, 2022).

All the research that has been and is being done around the cost of living, seems to blame the government for not doing enough. It is said that “poverty is a systematic problem” not a sign of weakness as some politicians implied, (De Oliveira, 2022). The social security system needs to be reformed to ensure people can afford the essentials and steer people out of poverty, (Warzynski, 2022).  The government did announce £650 cost of living support payment which was paid in 2 payments 4 months apart, this was to help with rising costs but for the executive team, it didn’t make much difference to their workload. When they questioned consumers why they needed help with topping up their meter when they received the government support payment that week, they were told by many it was spent on other things such as food, rent or essentials for the children. 

The next section looks at how the economy has been impacted.

[bookmark: _Toc119153830]2.3.1. Economy
Niall Ferguson (2020) headlined his article “Don’t bet on a quick global resurrection”, and it looks like he was correct as we are almost at the end of 2022 and the situation has got far worse.
The country is in a macro-financial crisis, this is not all to do with Brexit as ‘Brexit Remainers’ would like to say. Apparently “Britain’s economic crisis is a warning to the world”, they say “you cannot have 4-5% inflation, interest rates at 2% and an expansionary fiscal policy at the same time, the UK’s budget was a fiscal expansion too far”. The predicted interest rate for next year is 6%, which will cause families to struggle with mortgage payments resulting in losing their homes and others struggling to get a mortgage (Munchau, 2022).
The actions of Liz Truss have pushed Britain to the edge of a recession, after being in office for only a few weeks, she revealed her radical economic agenda aiming to increase economic growth by cutting taxes, which were the largest tax cuts in half a century and increase borrowing without a plan on how to pay it back. This resulted in the bank of England acting by increasing interest rates, (Stewart & Allegretti, 2022). This agenda caused Worldwide investors to become jittery and pull back on investing, the pound crashed to its lowest ever against the dollar, (Appendix A), borrowing costs increased, bond prices obliterated and chaos in the mortgage sector. The former deputy governor at the bank of England criticised the government by saying they were guilty of “really stupid decisions”, whilst his former boss Mark Carney, claims the government had caused the financial crisis by undercutting the UK economic institutions, (Thompson, 2022). The interest rates at which the government borrows are up to 5%, the highest since the 2008 financial crisis, (Stewart & Allegretti, 2022), and the central bank has advised it will continue to increase interest rates if needed to keep inflation under control, (Giles, 2022).
As energy bills soar and inflation increases in the cost-of-living crisis, the prediction for 2022 predicted the worst year for poverty, with the world at the point of economic danger since the turn of the century, with 64% of people predicting a recession by 2023, (Ellerbeck, 2022).

The next section will explain poverty.

[bookmark: _Toc119153831]2.3.2. Poverty and fuel poverty
Poverty was a problem before the pandemic. Austerity measures violated the health and well-being of UK citizens from around 2010 onwards, but it is now replaced with the cost-of-living crisis, (De Oliveira, 2022). One government action that is adding to the cost-of-living crisis is the increase in sanctions on people’s benefits if they miss appointments with their work coach, this results in their benefits being reduced by up to 50%, (indirect, nd), leaving them unable to pay their rent or buy their essentials. Sanctions were temporarily suspended during the pandemic but are returning to normal with sanctions increasing according to the latest figures. These sanctions cause enormous stress and are affecting people’s mental health, (Robotham & Wyeth, 2022). Bruno De Oliveira (2022) reported there is evidence to suggest “the austerity policies are partially responsible for life expectancy stalling in England and Wales”.

Emma Revie (2022), Chief Executive of the Trussell Trust, advised “no one’s income should fall so dangerously low that they cannot afford to stay fed, warm, and dry”, she has had reports of parents skipping meals so their children can eat. Emma also advised they are calling on the government to increase benefits by at least 7% so they are in line with the cost of living. Laurie Macfarlane (2021), spoke to a coordinator at Expert citizens in September 2021, who advised after the price increase back then people were struggling, they have seen people having to choose between electricity or eating, they also advised this should not be a choice people have to make today.

The government announced several cost-of-living packages to help households cope with increased costs such as £650 for low-income households, council tax rebates, household support funds and more, but one Citizens Advice survey found that 83% of people did not think the government’s payment would make a difference to their bills, (Citizen’s advice bureau, 2022), “the government cost of living support will not plug the growing gap between incomes and the amount families require to meet their minimum needs”, (Warzynski, 2022).

The worst affected by the cost-of-living crisis are low-income families and disabled people who are becoming reliant on the food banks in their community to survive.  The Trussell trust advised “hunger is not about food, it’s about a lack of income”, (The Trussell Trust, 2022). As well as people needing help with food, the Scottish Citizens advice bureau has seen a 61% increase in people needing help with utilities before the October increase was announced, (Remmington, 2022). Vicky Shaw (2022) reported 27% of households have had to cut back on groceries they buy, and cut the amount of fuel they use, while 58% are finding ways to cut back on their energy consumption to try to recoup money from one essential to pay for another. 
It’s not just households that are struggling, businesses are having to close due to high energy costs. The next section will look at why businesses are affected.

[bookmark: _Toc119153832]2.3.3. Businesses coping with the cost-of-living crisis
The energy crisis is affecting everyone, including businesses, with 72% concerned about the cost of living due to higher fuel costs and higher energy bills, leading to 23% of business owners worried they will be out of business by the end of the financial year. Businesses are not covered by the price cap like domestic customers, so have seen an increase of 250% in gas prices, (Lambert, 2022). This has resulted in businesses being asked for large upfront payments by energy companies or they will not supply them, (Bailey, 2022), this will leave business owners making devastating decisions to close, leaving themselves and their staff unemployed and possibly in debt. 

Charities such as foodbanks have been impacted as they have seen a “big drop in donations”. The bay foodbank in Tyneside has seen donations drop by 50% but an increase in demand by 30%, (BBC, 2022), with other foodbanks around the country reporting struggling to keep up with demand, (Hood, 2022).

The Trussell Trust reported in their end-of-year stats they saw an increase of 14% in food parcels given out in the financial year 2021 to 2022. They have given out 2.1 million food parcels between 1st April 2021 to 31st March 2022 across the UK, (Appendix  B). In the same period the year before they gave out 832,000 parcels. Five years ago, this was 81% lower, (Appendix C), (Trussell trust, 2022). So, it can be seen what damage covid 19, the Ukraine war and the cost-of-living crisis are doing to the economy.

Other charities are also suffering through a drop in donations. The charity Aid Foundation reported an estimated drop of 4.9 million people donating to charity between January and April 2022, compared to the same period the year before due to the rise in the cost of living, this has led to 86% of charities worrying about people who depend on their services in the communities, (MCF, 2022).

  

Poverty is leading to an increase in mental health issues, the next section will look at mental health issues in employees, child mental health and general well-being. 

[bookmark: _Toc119153833]2.4. Mental health and wellbeing
In 2020, Niall Ferguson (2020) commented “the coming year will be a time of depression in the psychological as well as the economic sense” 
Many things can cause an imbalance in people’s mental health. Loss of a loved one, stress at home or work, money worries and so on. 
The main factor in mental health increases over the last 3 years has been the Covid-19 pandemic and the cost-of-living crises which have impacted peoples working lives, and personal lives, tipping people over the edge.
This impact can lead to depression, anxiety, survival crime, and the need to use food banks, which to a lot of people is humiliating, and research shows humiliation over a long period can cause clinical depression, (Butler, 2018).

A survey found that 59% of people advised that not having enough money to cover essentials has impacted their mental health, with 38% unable to afford to buy food (De Oliveira, 2022). An update of the minimum income standard found an increasingly growing gap between a decent standard of living and what people are living on, this is including the government’s cost of living support, (Warzynski, 2022).

Jasmine Wyeth senior policy officer from the rethink mental health, and Dan Robotham, Deputy research director at McPin, looked at how the nation’s mental health has been impacted and advised when it comes to making decisions in parliament such as the credit uplift reversal, it is evident the people’s voices are not heard, (Robotham & Wyeth, 2022).

It is frustrating when you have people in government who are making decisions that are affecting people’s everyday lives when they do not take any notice of what the people are saying and going through, what the media is reporting or what the opposition is telling them about people struggling. This has a big impact on people’s mental health as they don’t know where to turn. The Executive team talk to the people who are struggling the most, some of the stories are heart-breaking and this has an impact on the team’s emotional well-being as it can be very upsetting.  

The next section discusses employee mental health.

[bookmark: _Toc119153834]2.4.1. Employee mental health
When employees feel overworked, this can lead to feeling overwhelmed, and stressed, causing depression and other mental health issues, eventually leading to emotional breakdowns. They become overwhelmed when they have so many cases to get through in a day, knowing each case is a person sitting in their home with no gas or electricity and no money to top up. They want to be able to get to each person as quickly as possible to get them back on supply, but they know they will be speaking to that person again in a few weeks for the same reason because they just cannot afford to keep their supply on. To think people are living like this is upsetting. The team’s mental health is at risk due to dealing with crying customers who have small babies and cannot boil water to make bottles or elderly people who are sitting in their armchairs with woolly hats, scarfs and gloves on under blankets to keep warm as they can’t afford to put the heating on, it is very upsetting and inhumane. 

An anonymous survey was carried out by Architects’ Journals within an architect’s company where the results show that 38% were worried their mental health would be affected by their workload, and 49% were concerned about their current workload and how it will affect them and the health and well-being of their teams. They concluded they can see a link between overworked employees and mental health concerns, (Architects Journals, 2017). 

Chronic overwork will impact employees’ mental health and happiness, leading to other health issues that will affect their family and social life (Prasad and Thakur, 2018). With depression on the increase, 52% of employees reported symptoms of depression, anxiety, or social anxiety, but only 9% have sought support, with a vast gap between males (25%) and females (74%) seeking help, (Appendix D, Fig.1 & 2), (Pindar, 2022).

As well as stresses at work, employees are also impacted by the rising costs of energy, food, and other essentials. Julie Edmonds of JPC Law has asked if employers are considering employees’ concerns over rising costs. She refers to one case study where Rolls Royce has given employees a backdated pay rise of 4%, even though inflation is nearing 10%, a 4% rise is better than nothing, it will help along with the £2000 payment all 14,000 employees received. She also acknowledged not all businesses can afford pay rises or cash payments but increased staff discounts, hybrid working to reduce travel costs, and many more small gestures could be offered to help, (Edmonds, 2022).

Most employers understand what their employees are going through as it has been a tough two years for everyone. Some have increased well-being and mental health benefits within the workplace. British Gas are very supportive of mental health and well-being. They have trained mental health advisors in the offices for the staff to go to when needed, they give extra well-being breaks on top of regular breaks and benefits such as private health care and GP access. They also care about Carers whether they are employees or customers, and they offer support and advice on the website titled’ caring and mental health, (British Gas nd).

[bookmark: _Toc119153835]2.4.2. Mental health
The Mental health minister Nadine Dorries, ludicrously suggested lockdown improved the well-being of many people, (Gordon, 2022). A government report released in January 2022 reports the opposite, suggesting there was a deterioration in people’s mental health between March and May 2020, the first Lockdown, improving from June to September 2020, then another deterioration between October 2020 and February 2021, the second Lockdown, (GOV.UK, 2022), (Appendix E).
Depression and anxiety are increasing due to people being forced into debt which they cannot pay resulting in a 30% increase in people admitting they have thought of taking their own lives, (Christians against poverty, 2022).

[bookmark: _Toc119153836]2.4.3. Children’s mental health
Parents not only have to worry about their mental health due to stresses at work, but they will also be worried about their children’s mental health which will add to the stress. 
In February 2022 a survey found mental health issues in school children alone, had increased, low self-esteem by 86%, depression by 76% and anger issues by 68%, (NAHT, 2022), a lot of this would have been due to isolation in lockdowns and not being able to connect with their peers, and with 93% of 11-18-year-olds aware of the cost of living crisis due to their parents worrying how they are going to feed their children and keep them warm this winter,(Shaw, 2022), it’s no surprise children’s mental health is on the increase, (Appendix F)

[bookmark: _Toc119153837]2.4.4. General health
Living in a cold home can cause serious issues for everyone, but young children and the elderly are more at risk. Health conditions caused by living in a home with no heating claim the lives of approx. 12,000 people each year, (Sandiford & McRae, 2022), fuel poor people are more at risk with cold damp homes contributing to winter deaths, (Ramsden, 2020).
A Citizen’s Advice report titled “More than 14 million unable to afford October’s energy hike”, reports a conversation with a 70year old lady who told them, she cannot afford to put the heating on in her home, she has a chronic health condition, wears multiple layers to try to keep warm and sits with her duvet over her all day. Citizen’s advice Chief executive Dame Clare Moriarty has advised “These staggering findings must be a wake-up call to the government. With one in four unable to afford their bills come October, measures announced so far simply don’t meet the scale of the challenge”, (Citizens Advice, 2022).
Gemma Remmington (2022) a policy officer from Citizens Advice Scotland, advised a Cornish foodbank reported children are suffering from food poisoning due to eating spoilt food from fridges being turned off, whilst people dependent on insulin have had to throw insulin away as they cannot keep it chilled.















[bookmark: _Toc119153838]3.0. Analysis 
After researching hundreds of papers on the cost of living, it is evident people are struggling to survive. People on prepayment meters are noticed more as they have no choice but to reach out when they cannot afford to top up as people on credit meters will ignore bills and let debt build-up but still have heat and electricity.
Below are the different factors that have come out of this research, what has caused the EECT impact and what was suggested can be done to improve the situation.
[bookmark: _Toc119153839]3.0.1. Misconception of prepayment meters
Citizen’s advice regularly writes about customers being forced onto prepayments meters because they are in debt, they constantly say this is to benefit the company to get what’s owed to them, which is wrong for the customer and is a distressing time for them as the companies do not take into consideration customers vulnerabilities. As explained in section 2.1, changing customers to prepayment meters is a long process and the company offer other arrangements first. Prepayment is either a last resort for the company as the customer has failed to pay the payment plan or been uncooperative with the company, which is when it would go to warrant, (Ofgem, 2016), or the customer opts for the prepayment to manage their debt and budget. 
When people are on a low income, they are more aware of how much money is coming in and what needs to be paid. Budgeting is a way of making sure everything is covered, from the rent/mortgage, bills, and food. Most people tend to be consistent with bills and pay the same amount each month, and having prepayment meters is a handy way to budget the energy bills as they can see what’s being used and how much they are paying day by day, but when they have a huge impact such as massive price increases in energy prices and fuel prices they have to jiggle the finances and take from one bill to pay another, but in the case of 2022s price increases, there is no jiggle room and people are building up debt just to keep their heads above water. This is clearly causing mental health issues in adults and children which also leads to health issues.
[bookmark: _Toc119153840]3.0.2. Live to live, not live to survive
It is essential to have a fair welfare system so people can live not just survive day by day. The UK does not have a fair welfare system hence why the cost-of-living crisis has hit the crisis level. Financial security would reduce mental health issues caused by having no money as people would be able to afford the essentials, (Robotham &Wyeth, 2022).
During a previous health crisis, policies were changed to ban advertising cigarettes, all cigarette packages had to be blank and smoking bans became law, this was achieved with the help of medical professionals, so surely food poverty and families going hungry should have the same kind of backing from these medical professionals to campaign for a fairer welfare system so people have enough to live on, (Osuji & Hampton, 2022).

In February 2022, the then chancellor announced £200 help to all households towards energy bills to be repaid over 5 years, with bills reaching £3,500 a year what use would this be, it wouldn’t even cover 1 month of usage. This was changed to £400 and non-repayable a few months later which is a slight help along with the price cap, as it gives relief for about 2 weeks of the month over the winter period for electricity. This has helped the executive team as they only had referrals for help with gas for the first 2 weeks of October 22, whereas the 3rd and 4th weeks were hectic, and they expect it to be the same up to March 2023. 
The next section talks about the EECT survey and its results.
[bookmark: _Toc119153841]3.1. Employee survey
An anonymous survey was sent out to the executive complaints asking them a few questions about the workload and how they are managing it. 
The survey results show that 55.56% advised they feel overwhelmed, 38.89% advised they are feeling the strain and only 5.56% advised they are coping well, (Appendix G, Fig.1). When asked if they finish their shift on time, 50% of the team advised they work over their shift whilst the other 50% send work back as they cannot finish it, (Appendix G, Fig.2). The team were asked what was stopping them from completing their cases, 61.11% advised too many cases are allocated to them during their shift, 27.78% advised the process was an issue, the way they must manage cases within two hours and slow systems, and 11.11% advised when customers don’t answer when they call this delays their work, (Appendix G, Fig.3). The last question asked the team what could be done to make the process work better, 50% advised new team members or a second team to be trained to help with the caseload, and 27.78% suggested changing the process, especially for customers who do not answer if no answer after 3 calls they should be able to close the case and 22.22% suggested categorising cases as priority and non-priority with different timescales, i.e., two hours for priority cases and 24 hours for non-priority cases, (Appendix E, Fig.4).
The EECT held a team meeting where they discussed the issues they faced and the results of the survey that was undertaken. It was suggested they find a way to get to the root cause of the issues and agree on the best solution. 
The next section explains ways to solve problems and what diagrams can be used to help get to the root cause.
[bookmark: _Toc119153842]3.1.1. problem-solving
Problem-solving is part of everyday life, people do it all day every day without realising, for example, deciding what to wear, what to eat, where to go, or deciding if it is better to take the train or the bus today. (Williams, 2002). When it comes to solving problems in the workplace it is the same methodology but, the problem may be more complex and need more thought and help from the team to come up with solutions to suit the business.
One of the most effective diagrams to use to help identify the problem as to why the team are overworked is the fishbone diagram, (Appendix H), also known as the cause-and-effect diagram or Ishikawa as it was devised in the 1960s by a pioneer of quality management, Professor Kaoru Ishikawa. Also, a five whys diagram was created to look at more than 1 root cause, (Appendix I).
The EECT have advised they feel the main issues they are facing are too many priority referrals coming in. They will be dealing with one referral then another one is sent to them before they have finished dealing with the first one, this puts pressure on the individual as they know they have two hours to deal with each one from the time it is sent to them. Also, between these referrals, they have cases where they must contact customers from the day before to make sure they have picked up credit and their supply is back on before they can close the case.


[bookmark: _Toc119153843]4.0. Recommendations
As the report comes to an end, it has highlighted all the issues contributing to the cost-of-living crisis which has impacted the EECT’s workload. 
It is time to look at a solution so they can work stress-free and enjoy that work-life balance once more. Taking away the burden of being overworked will take some of the pressure off as they also have their worries and concerns about the cost-of-living crisis within their own lives.
There are several solutions which the organisation can implement to alleviate the EECT’s workload, but it must be a cost-effective solution as it is unsure whether the changes will be temporary or permanent.
A few of the teams’ suggestions:
· Hire new employees and train them so there will be two teams within the business to deal with self-disconnections.
· Use an existing team to collaborate with the executive team to do the same work
· Use an existing team to collaborate with the executive team, but split the work so the second team can take the phone calls and can work non-priority CAB cases, but send priority referrals from EHU to the executive team to work within 2 hours
The team have produced three solutions which would alleviate the pressure and help the EECT work stress-free.
The first suggestion is to hire a new team and train them to work with the EECT. This suggestion is not the most cost-effective and will take longer to train as they would need to be trained from scratch to use the systems, deal with complaints, as well as recruit a new manager to oversee the team. If the cost-of-living crisis is brought under control within the next two years and referrals reduce back to lower levels, we are left with a team who are no longer needed but do not know how to work in any other part of the business, so further costs for training to relocate them would be incurred or they would be made redundant. 
The second suggestion is cost effective as another team would already be trained to use the systems and are aware of how to manage complaints. There are other parts of the business that is quieter than the EECT so they would be able to support the team, but they would have to be trained on how to deal with priorities which can take three to four weeks minimum.
The third suggestion is the best of all three. If another team who is already trained on the company systems work alongside the EECT, they can take the phone calls from CAB and deal with the non-priority cases, which are general enquiry criteria for which they are already trained, this would take the pressure off the EECT. This will not reduce the number of referrals being sent in but, if the EECT do not have to deal with CAB non-priority cases at the same time, it will alleviate some of the pressure. It would also be a good idea to gradually train the other team on how to deal with priorities for future proofing. 
The third suggestion is the most likely to work as it can be implemented quite quickly. Both teams can be monitored with team meetings twice a week to check how everyone is getting on. If there are issues these can be addressed quickly to make the process successful. If successful, training the second team to deal with priority cases during the summer months when it is quieter would be the next step to make sure they are one step ahead for next winter.
The next section will conclude this report.





















[bookmark: _Toc119153844]5.0. Conclusion 
We are all feeling the impact of the cost-of-living crisis but researching all the literature on this subject opens a whole new can of worms. It is not just about not being able to afford energy bills, the cost of everything we use in our day-to-day lives has increased yet benefits and salaries have stayed the same. Adding all the increases together and it is a huge impact on people’s monthly salaries or benefits, so it is understandable why people feel like they are drowning, as they have gone past the point of keeping their heads above water. 
When EECT speak to customers they only deal with the energy part of the customer’s worries, but the bigger picture is scary. Where the team are just seeing they have no money to pay for their electricity or gas, to the team this is an essential bill where the customer’s priority when they get paid should be to put money on their meters, but looking at the bigger picture, to be in a situation where you must choose between having a meal or putting the heating on is like being in the third world and should not be happening. Blame is thrown on the government’s doorstep in a lot of literature which in a sense they must take part of the responsibility, but it is also on many people to help themselves by making changes for a short period but is not that easy.
The literature suggests the cost-of-living crisis is not going away fast, we will be struggling for the next two or three years before things start to settle down.
Energy companies are doing all they can to help the most vulnerable by getting them back on supply and giving them advice to help them going forward, but they could do more by scrapping the standing charge for customers who use no gas at all. The only way to get around this now is to have the gas meter removed, but the organisations won’t advertise this because if thousands decide to remove their meters, the organisations will lose millions in revenue.
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Chart showing how the pound dropped so low against the dollar before started to recover. Image sourced from the financial times, (Giles, 2022).
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This picture shows the regional breakdown where the Trussell Trust gave out food parcels. Sourced from thetrusselltrust.org, (2022).
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A graph showing the number of food parcels given out each year from 2016 to 2022 by the Trussell Trust. Sourced from thetrusselltrust.org, (2022).
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Chart showing the large gap between males and females to seek support for mental health issues. Image sourced from Championhealth.co.uk, (Pindar, 2018).
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Fig. 2. Chart shows mental health statistics across age groups. Sourced from Championhealth.co.uk (Pindar, 2022).

[image: Graphical user interface, histogram

Description automatically generated]











[bookmark: _Toc119153851]Appendix F
Chart showing children’s mental health statistics. Sourced from BBC.co.uk
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Graph created on Survey monkey by the student from the results of the anonymous survey sent to EECT. 
Fig.1.
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Fig.2.
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Fig.3.
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Fig.4.
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Fishbone diagram completed to discover the root cause of the issue which causing pressure on EECT.
[image: Timeline

Description automatically generated]





















[bookmark: _Toc119153857]Appendix I
5 Whys chart completed as part of looking for a solution to why the EECT are over worked.
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Fig.2 As the words are distorted on above chart for corrective Action they are showing separate below.
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