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Introduction

Energy price fluctuations can affect whether or not a low-income 
family can afford to pay their energy bills. Through the Energy 
Hardship Project, the National Energy Assistance Directors 
Association (NEADA) and the Center for Energy Poverty and Climate 
(CEPC) track energy prices, energy bill arrearages, and the toll 
unaffordable energy costs take on struggling families.

Data in this report come from various sources, including the Bureau of 
Labor Statistics, Energy Information Administration, Census Bureau, 
and utilities.

--

NEADA is the primary educational and policy organization for state 
directors of the Low Income Home Energy Assistance Program 
(LIHEAP) a federal program that helps low-income families pay their 
energy bills.

CEPC was founded on the belief that achieving the goal of net zero 
climate emissions in the residential sector will require coordination 
from the public, private, and nonprofit sectors. CEPC is creating a 
platform for policymakers to engage directly with one another to 
share best practices and lessons learned, brainstorm solutions to 
difficult problems, and find innovative ways to braid funds and 
leverage programs to achieve net zero.
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Key Findings

1. Winter home heating bills have finally started to approach pre-pandemic pricing levels. 
The average cost of home heating dropped by 12.1% since last winter, from $951 to 
$836. When accounting for inflation, the price of home heating this winter was about 
the same as it was at the beginning of the pandemic. See pages 3-6.

2. The latest Census Pulse Report demonstrates a rapid increase in families that are 
struggling to pay high energy bills. The most recent survey found that 1 in 4 households 
could not afford their energy bill at least once in the past year. See pages 7-9.

3. Meanwhile, Summer Cooling presents new challenges, and health dangers, for states. 
Extreme heat causes more deaths each year than any other weather event. See page 10.

4. Despite more affordable fuel prices, arrearages remain stubbornly high. NEADA 
estimates 16% of households are behind on their energy bills and owe a total of $20.3 
billion as of December 2023. See pages 11-12.

5. Finally, crucial energy assistance funding has been reduced by $2 billion. States have 
reported that in response to the reduced funding they will need to cut crisis assistance, 
reduce or end cooling programs, and/or cut back on other program components such as 
weatherization. See pages 13-14.
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Section 1: Winter Fuel Prices 
Finally Decreasing

All fuel sources declined in 
price from winter 2022-23 as 
follows: 

electricity 5.1%,

natural gas 21.2%,

propane 6.8%,

heating oil 12.8%.
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In the aggregate, the cost of 
home heating declined by 
$14.6 billion between the 
winter of 2022-23 and 2023-
24.

Natural gas users accounted 
for 66.6% of the savings but 
only 47% of total customers, 
reflecting the proportionally 
larger decline in natural gas 
prices.



Energy Hardship Report by the Center for Energy Poverty and Climate
and the National Energy Assistance Directors Association

April 2024

When accounting for 
inflation, the average cost of 
home energy declined to 
about the same level as it 
was at the beginning of the 
pandemic.

6



Energy Hardship Report by the Center for Energy Poverty and Climate
and the National Energy Assistance Directors Association

April 2024

This table shows historical 
residential winter heating 
expenditure data by year 
and fuel type. 

Note: Expenditures are 
unadjusted for inflation.
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Section 2: Energy Bills 
Remain a Pain Point for 

Struggling Families

The Census Pulse Survey 
reported that the 
percentage of households 
that could not pay their 
energy bill for at least one 
month in the last year 
increased, from 21.3% to 
23.5%.

The largest increase in the  
amount of households 
unable to pay their energy 
bill at for at least one month 
was in households with 
children, which increased 
from 28.4% to 33.1%.
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The percentage of 
households reporting that 
they kept their home at 
unsafe temperatures also 
increased during the 
12-month period, from 
22.3% to 22.9%.

The largest increase with this 
metric was in low-income 
households, from 31.7% to 
34.0%.

9



Energy Hardship Report by the Center for Energy Poverty and Climate
and the National Energy Assistance Directors Association

April 2024

The Census Pulse Survey 
reported that more than one 
out of three households 
(34%) reduced or forewent 
basic household expenses at 
least once during the 
previous 12 months in order 
to pay their home energy 
bills.

Of all households surveyed 
during the reporting period, 
the largest increase was in 
households with children, 
from 38.7% to 41.5%.
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Cooling Costs Remain High

While the cost of winter heating is 
falling back to pre-pandemic levels, 
cooling costs continue to increase as 
summer temperatures continue to 
break national records.

NEADA estimated that the cost of 
cooling last summer, due to record 
temperatures, rose by 11.1% to an 
average of $578, up from $517 during 
the summer of 2022.

Extreme heat causes more deaths each 
year than any other weather event, 
including floods, hurricanes, and 
tornadoes, according to the National 
Weather Service. An extreme example 
of the impact of summer heat waves is 
Maricopa County, Arizona—last year, 
the County reported 469 heat-related 
deaths, up from 372 in 2022.
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Arrearages Remain High 
Despite Lower Prices

More than one out of six 
households are behind on 
their energy bills, at 16% 
(21.2 million) of all U.S. 
households.  

During calendar year 2023, 
the national arrearage 
balance increased from 
$17.7 billion in January 2023 
to $20.3 billion in December 
2023.  

Sources: Select publicly-available 
state and utility arrearage data 
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Electric and gas utility 
arrears have been increasing 
steadily since the beginning 
of the pandemic, from $14.6 
billion at the end of 2021 to 
$20.3 billion at the end of 
2023. 
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Section 3: LIHEAP Funding 
and Households Served

Crucial energy assistance 
funding was reduced by $2 
billion for FY24.

The final Labor/HHS bill, which
provides funding for LIHEAP,
reduced total LIHEAP funding 
from about $6.1 billion in FY 
23 to $4.1 billion in FY 24.
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The number of households 
receiving LIHEAP increased from 
about six million in FY 22 to an 
estimated seven million in FY 23.

With funding reduced $4.1 billion 
in FY 24, states will need to 
reduce program services to 
adjust to lower budget numbers.

States have reported to 
NEADA that they are planning to 
make significant changes to 
address the cut in their LIHEAP 
programs by:

a) reducing crisis assistance 
to families to help with 
remaining winter heating bills;
b) cutting back on 
weatherization assistance;
c) either reducing or ending 
cooling programs.
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