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So what does the new political reality mean 
for social landlords? Months of pre-election 
uncertainty may have been resolved almost 
overnight with the Conservatives’ shock 
election win, but there remain many 
questions about what the next five years  
will bring. 

Social landlords wait with trepidation to 
find out what ongoing welfare reform and 
£12bn worth of cuts will bring for tenants, 
and to find out what demands the 
government will place on them as they strive 
to deliver the homes Britain urgently needs. 

This year’s Chartered Institute of Housing 
Conference will be an essential port of call 
for anyone trying to understand what the 
future holds – an opportunity to hear from 
politicians and to discuss potential solutions 
with fellow professionals. In this 
supplement, we focus on two of the key 
debates that will be taking place at the event: 
the unprecedented tide of devolution from 
Westminster to regional governments (pages 
4-6), and the role that local authorities could 
play in building homes (pages 8-10). 

One thing does seem certain: housing 
providers will have to continue doing more 
with less, working more efficiently and being 
smarter about how they deliver services. 

The case studies in this supplement span  
a great range of best practice areas, from 
apprenticeships and repairs to digitisation 
and business intelligence. We’ve spoken to 
providers who are using their unique local 
connections to provide employment for 
young people (pages 20-21), or moving their 
services online (and taking tenants with 
them) to free up resources for other areas 
(pages 28-29). Others are rethinking how 
they deliver core services such as repairs 
(pages 26-27), or incentivising tenants to  
help eliminate waste across operations 
(pages 32-33). 

There is clearly much best practice to be 
shared across an indefatigably innovative 
sector that continues to roll with the 
punches and come up with new ways to 
address old problems. We hope these pages 
will provide some valuable inspiration in 
these uncertain times. 
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are seen as a way to reduce its costs, 
and the appointment of devolution 
enthusiast Greg Clark as communities 
and local government secretary was a 
sure sign that city regions would be 
granted greater financial freedoms, a 
move that seems almost universally 
popular. ‘Devolution is one of the few 
areas of broad policy agreement,’ 
says Paul Hackett, director of left-
wing thinktank the Smith Institute. 
‘There is unprecedented cross-gov-
ernment, cross-party consensus.’

Housing is at the centre of this 
quiet revolution. It’s an obvious pol-
icy area for devolution, by its nature 
strongly linked to location. ‘In princi-
ple, devolution is absolutely neces-
sary for housing,’ says Ed Cox, direc-
tor of thinktank IPPR North. ‘Housing 
markets vary from place to place. The 

London housing market is very differ-
ent from the housing market in Man-
chester, which is again different from 
the housing market in the north east, 
so we need devolved housing policy 
in order to address the particular 
needs of local markets. The problem, 
historically, is that too much housing 
policy was driven by London, with an 
almost counterproductive impact on 
places outside.’

Scottish independence
Scottish housing providers in particu-
lar will be watching the progress of 
devolution closely in the months 
ahead. Mary Taylor, chief executive  
of the Scottish Federation of Housing 
Associations, contributed to the 
Smith Commission on devolution, 
which reported last November,  

proposing a range of additional 
freedoms. As the SNP’s enlarged 
cohort of MPs headed to Westmin-
ster, she urged them to secure the 
proposals ‘as soon as possible’. 

At a national level, the Scottish, 
Welsh and Northern Irish govern-
ments already have significant con-
trol over many policy areas. But there 
are some contentious exceptions – 
notably welfare. This was the subject 
of an IPPR North report in January, 
Poverty and devolution, which argued 
that just as the level of poverty and 
the form it takes varies across the UK, 
so too should approaches to tackling 
it. In particular, IPPR North is push-
ing for the devolution of welfare 
budgets to both devolved national 
and regional bodies, citing housing 
benefit as a particularly suitable case.

It is, significantly, linked to local 
factors but is neither used as a coun-
ter-cyclical tool to stabilise the econ-
omy in difficult times, nor a contribu-
tory benefit funded through national 
insurance. ‘At a local level, we believe 

authorities can use it to reconfigure 
housing markets, building more 
affordable homes and reducing the 
amount of housing benefit as people 
move into them over 20 or 30 years,’ 
says Mr Cox. 

Control over welfare is a key issue 
for Ms Taylor too and, more specifi-

cally, how universal credit is adminis-
tered. Among the Smith Commis-
sion’s proposals were that the 
Scottish parliament be able to pay the 
housing element of universal credit 
directly to landlords and that it have a 
degree of control over the bedroom 
tax, though overall control of the pol-
icy was left with Westminster. Scot-
land would be allowed to vary the 
amount, but Westminster could veto 
any SNP attempt to ditch it. 

With the SNP replacing the Liberal 
Democrats as the third party in West-
minster, and now so dominant in 
Scotland itself, there is increased 
hope that first minister Nicola Stur-
geon will be able to prevail on this 
unpopular policy, which has hit hous-
ing associations badly. There is not, 
however, any room for complacency: 

‘We’re placing confidence in politi-
cians in Scotland to take different 
views that would benefit housing pro-
viders,’ says Ms Taylor. ‘But that is 
not guaranteed.’

Greater control
At a city level, housing providers have 
also leapt at the chance to take 
greater control of their own destiny. 
It’s easy to see the appeal – devolu-
tion promises to give cities a bigger 
say in where homes are built and the 
freedom to prioritise strategic pro-
jects, and the means to find their own 
solutions and raise funding locally. 
This is regarded as key to increasing 
supply and meeting housing needs. 

The coalition has already prepared 
the ground with its City Deals policy, 
which aimed to rebalance the 

E
xhausted Better Together 
campaigners thought they 
had won. With 55% of 
Scots voting against inde-
pendence, it seemed the 

argument over their people’s rela-
tionship with the rest of the UK had 
been settled, for a generation at least. 

Instead, those 1.6 million votes for 
secession, a far greater number than 
had been forecast only a few months 
earlier, marked the start of a move-
ment calling for extreme devolution, 
not just for Scotland but across the 
UK’s four constituent countries. 

In the immediate aftermath of the 
independence vote, David Cameron 
called for a revamped legislative sys-
tem of ‘English votes for English 
laws’, while campaigners demanded 
a UK-wide ‘constitutional convention’ 

to look at establishing regional parlia-
ments and power bases. 

It’s not only at a national level that 
power is shifting outwards from 
Westminster. Campaigners for 
regional devolution are gradually 
winning the argument for greater 
autonomy, particularly over areas 
such as housing development. As the 
last government drew to a close, the 
coalition made the creation of a 
‘Northern Powerhouse’ to rival Lon-
don a key plank of its economic pol-
icy. The Conservatives have made the 
Cities Devolution Bill one of their first 
pieces of legislation in this parlia-
ment, offering new powers over areas 
such as housing to cities that opt for 
an elected executive mayor. 

Decentralising Whitehall’s func-
tions and decision-making burdens 

“What authorities do 
with their new powers 
is a big question.” 

Extreme devolution

The Conservatives 
are committed 

to decentralising 
Whitehall’s power to 
cities with regional 
influence. But what 

impact will this have 
on social housing? 

Mark Leftly finds out
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economy and strengthen areas out-
side the capital, acknowledging that 
cities and surrounding areas are 
home to 74% of England’s population 
and 78% of its jobs. Eight cities were 
given significant independence from 
Whitehall over how to spend certain 
pools of public money and a greater 
responsibility to support local eco-
nomic growth, with 20 more set to 
follow.

In 2014, thinktank Localis pub-
lished a report on how the value of 
public land could be maximised, 
arguing that local authorities should 
be given more control. The govern-
ment appears to agree, notes Alex 
Thomson, chief executive of Localis. 

‘I think that devolution for cities 
and other parts of England will be a 
key policy strand of the next five 
years,’ he says. ‘We found that coun-
cils are reacting to ongoing austerity 
by acting more like property develop-
ers. They are moving away from a 
mentality of simply selling buildings 
and land for one-off capital receipts 
and looking to redevelop assets to 
derive revenue that they can use to 
support public services, including 
new social housing. Public land is a 
precious resource that needs a stew-
ard, and local authorities are ideally 
suited to that role.’ Mr Thomson 
would also like to see further devolu-
tion of Homes and Communities 
Agency (HCA) funding and powers to 
combined authorities to give them 
‘real place-shaping power’. 

Sheffield is a good example. One of 
the original eight ‘core cities’, it 

cemented its devolution agreement 
last December. Local authorities in 
the region formed a joint assets board 
with the HCA to collaborate on selling 
land and property, intended to 
increase housebuilding and maxim-
ise the returns from public-sector 
assets. Impressed, housing organisa-
tions are calling for a much greater 
share of HCA funding to be devolved 
over the next five years. Tony Stacey 
is chair of Placeshapers, an alliance of 
115 housing associations covering 
800,000 homes, and chief executive 
of South Yorkshire Housing Associa-
tion. He praises the Sheffield model, 
pointing out that ‘local experts can 
help guide where money should be 
spent on housing’. 

‘The trouble with running housing 
centrally is that it’s decided within 
the M25, so really they’re sorting out 
London’s problems and not much 
else,’ he says. ‘In some cities, for 
example, you might have twin-speed 
housing markets, so I like the idea of 
certain tools and budgets, like capital 
spending, planning and full control of 
assets, being devolved.’ He adds that 
ministers are ‘up for it’, meaning they 
accept that delegated authorities will 
have a much better idea of where to 
build and maintain homes.

Professor Tony Travers, director of 
the Centre for London at the London 
School of Economics, says that foster-
ing such devolution is vital as central 
budgets are ‘squeezed’, especially in 
unprotected areas such as housing. 
‘Sub-national areas might have differ-
ent priorities,’ he points out. ‘There 

Conference highlights

Masterclass: Is the UK on course for a 
break-up? What is the impact for 
housing? 
Tuesday 23 June, 14.30 – 15.45
Charter 1

Masterclass: More power and 
devolution to cities: a threat or an 
opportunity for housing? 
Wednesday 24 June, 11.30 – 12.45
Charter 1

are concerns that, with the govern-
ment’s public spending plans and 
commitments, there will not be any 
increase in resources for housing – in 
fact, quite the opposite. On balance, 
it would be better to devolve deci-
sion-making to city regions or sub-
national governments.’

Regional power
Regional devolution is furthest 
advanced in Greater Manchester, 
with the establishment of the Greater 
Manchester Combined Authority in 
2011. This is a consortium of 10 local 
authorities, which have set a 10-year 
vision for economic development. 
‘Devolving further power and 
resources to Greater Manchester is 
enjoying real support,’ says Graham 

Brady, the MP for Altrincham and 
Sale West who is also chair of the Con-
servatives’ powerful 1922 Committee. 
‘It’s widely agreed that the Combined 
Authority has done a good job in 
unlocking resources.’

The Greater Manchester devolu-
tion agreement, signed last Novem-
ber, built on this success and 
included handing over control of a 
£300m fund to build 15,000 homes in 
the region over a 10-year period, 
expected to generate a total invest-
ment of £1.5bn. From 2016, the area’s 
£6bn NHS budget will be devolved, 
which will see the creation of inte-
grated health and social care services 
– in January, NHS bodies and various 
housing groups, including the HCA 
and the National Housing Federation, 
signed an agreement to work more 
closely together. ‘At the moment, the 
fruits of devolution have yet to be 
fully realised,’ says Mr Cox. ‘The 
impact of devolution takes time. But 
we’re already seeing some real 
improvements in transport and we 
expect a transformation of health and 
social care to improve outcomes for 
residents and eliminate costs.’

Chancellor George Osborne made 
his first speech of the new parliament 
in Manchester, calling for other Eng-
lish cities to follow its lead. But will 
government willingness on devolu-
tion match the housing sector’s ambi-
tions? Some want to see it go much 
further – for example, both Mr Stacey 
and Mr Hackett at the Smith Institute 
would like to see regions given 
responsibility for Right to Buy, to 
stem the exodus of housing stock 
from council balance sheets. They 
seem set to be disappointed, given 
the priority that the Conservatives 
placed on Right to Buy during their 
election campaign, with a central 
manifesto pledge to extend it to hous-
ing association tenants within the 
first 100 days of a new government.

It’s unlikely that ministers would 
cede control of the policy outside of 
Whitehall – they will be all too aware 
that authorities would seek to block 
sales rather than raise the discounts. 

What authorities will do with any of 
their new powers is a big question – 
and perhaps the greatest concern in 
the whole devolution process. Mov-
ing decision-making from a large 
geography to a smaller one does not 
guarantee good calls will be made. 
Housing providers will still be reliant 
on the existence of suitable experts at 
a local and regional level who will 
understand how to put their extra 
powers and money to best use. But 
devolution at least gives the sector a 
good framework from which to start.
Mark Leftly is political correspondent 
at The Independent on Sunday and 
associate business editor for The  
Independent and London Evening 
Standard titles 

“The fruits of 
devolution have yet  
to be fully realised.” 

  ■
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Eamon    
about  
the house

Local authorities could help 
solve the housing crisis 

– if they’re allowed. Katie 
Puckett talks to Eamon 

McGoldrick to find out how

L
ast time Britain faced a 
housing crisis on this 
scale, it was local authori-
ties who built our way out 
of it. The days when coun-

cil building departments threw up 
gargantuan estates may be long gone, 
but there has been a quiet renais-
sance over the past three years, with 
councils accounting for a small but 
growing proportion of new homes. 
Whether this is a scalable part of a 
long-term solution or just a blip in the 
continuing decline of council stock 
will depend on the policies of the new 
government – and it’s already clear 
that it’s not going to be easy.

New generation 
The role that local authorities could 
play this time round will be the focus 
of an afternoon session on the Char-
tered Institute of Housing’s (CIH) 
Manchester conference’s Wednesday  
programming. One person who will 
be making a strong case for the coun-
cil builders is Eamon McGoldrick, 
managing director of the National 
Federation of ALMOs (NFA) and chief 
executive of Homes for Islington 
between 2004 and 2012, when it was 
reabsorbed into the council.

For Mr McGoldrick, council hous-
ing is a pragmatic rather than an ideo-
logical solution – Britain needs new 
homes and the private sector cannot 

be relied upon to fill the gap.
‘There’s no way you can incentivise 

the national house builders to have a 
social conscience, because they have 
to deliver for their shareholders, and 
profits come first,’ he says. ‘We’re not 
going to see a return to the days when 
councils built 300,000 homes a year, 
but they could make a meaningful 
contribution.’

Councils can provide much-needed 
homes, but also perform a unique 
function in their local markets, he 
argues. Housing associations may be 
able to deliver the big numbers, but 
their expansion and increasing  

commerciality has left a gap. ‘Some 
housing associations work across 
large swathes of the country, whereas 
councils are focused on a geographi-
cal area,’ he says. ‘They know where 
the land with potential for regenera-
tion is, they’ve got planning depart-
ments and they’ve got people on the 
ground – local councillors, tenants’ 
and residents’ associations, and of 
course the general community, who 
are probably in the best position to 

suggest where new homes could be 
built but, also, what the tenure mix 
should be.’

The other issue, he adds, is social 
rent: ‘Housing associations have been 
very good at delivering new homes, 
particularly shared ownership and 
affordable rent, but I think a number 
of councils feel it’s their role to sus-
tain the social rented model.’ Coun-
cils are more likely to deliver genu-
inely affordable homes because they 
are democratically accountable to 
local residents, he says.

Of course, councils can exert influ-
ence over developments in their area, 
but having the right to approve or 
deny schemes proposed by others 
doesn’t come close to what Mr 
McGoldrick describes as ‘the fun of 
designing and building’. 

‘It’s not a housing association say-
ing, “Where shall we build? Let’s go 
to Crawley or Norwich or Bath”,’ he 
says. ‘It’s the other way round. If 
Crawley Council is building, it’s look-
ing at the tenure mix, the style, 
whether it’s houses or flats, where 
they are. If a national housing associ-
ation builds in Crawley, it has a very 
different feel – it’s like having another 
house builder on your patch.’

Many councils are now building the 
first new council homes in their areas 
for a generation, using the financial 
freedom given to them by the 
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“A number of councils 
feel it’s their role to 
sustain the social 
rented model.” 

e



10 | Housing: the next chapter | June 2015

Localism Act 2011. This made coun-
cils self-financing, allowing them to 
keep their rental income and borrow 
against it up to a limit set by the gov-
ernment. From negligible levels of 
housebuilding five years ago, local 
authorities completed more than 
2,000 homes in 2014 and will build 
25,000 over the next five years, 
according to research carried out by 
the NFA with the Local Government 
Association and Association of 
Retained Council Housing. It found 
that 80% of councils now have plans 
to build, across a range of tenures 
including social and affordable rent, 
shared ownership, market rent and 
private sales.

Mr McGoldrick believes this could 
be much higher – in the region of 
20,000 a year, or 8% of the annual 
number of new homes Britain is esti-
mated to need. The question is not so 
much how, as whether they can con-
vince the government to let them.  

 With financial independence but 
no additional funding, councils have 
faced difficult decisions – the coali-
tion made it clear they were expected 
to sweat their assets rather than 
expect hand-outs. It commissioned 
Million Homes, Million Lives chair 
Natalie Elphicke and Liberal Demo-
crat leader of Eastleigh Council, Keith 
House, to investigate how local 
authorities could use their existing 
capacity and assets to deliver hous-
ing. The report, published in January, 
highlighted the innovative funding 
arrangements councils had been 
exploring and recommended they 
continue to leave no stone unturned 
to attract private investment.

The lucky ones had a surplus of 
cash in their housing revenue 
accounts with which they could build 
directly, or through a development 
partner. Others had surplus borrow-
ing capacity, either through the hous-
ing revenue account or prudential 
borrowing using the general fund. 
Those without headroom could sell 
land or build homes for private sale 
to cross-subsidise social housing. A 
small number of ALMOs became reg-
istered providers and applied for 
Homes and Communities Agency 
(HCA) grants, though most have 
sought to avoid the scrutiny of coun-
cil assets this entailed – they were 
expected to demonstrate they had 
sold high-value properties to fund 
developments.

Much new council housing has been 
delivered through private subsidiaries 
or ALMOs. Private companies provide 
the governance structures demanded 
by lenders while, with his NFA hat on, 
Mr McGoldrick points out that ALMOs 
bring recent experience of working 
with the construction industry on the 
Decent Homes Standard – a rare com-
modity among councils these days. An 
even more compelling reason is that 
neither is subject to the Right to Buy: 

“The worst-case 
scenario is that the 
government makes it 
difficult to build and 
all the Elphicke-House 
options run out.”

‘Councils are concerned that they will 
build new homes and then, five or 10 
years down the road, a high percent-
age of them will be gone.’ The increase 
in Right to Buy discounts has already 
taken a heavy toll on the 30-year busi-
ness plans that councils had to set in 
2012. The level of sales has increased 
10-fold in some areas, leaving gaping 
holes in balance sheets as councils lost 
both the asset and the expected rental 
income over the long term.

Looking to the future
The problem is that these options 
are finite. The only sustainable way 
to fund new homes is by borrow-
ing against their long-term rental 
income – this would mean the gov-
ernment lifting the artificial caps it 
has imposed. This would give coun-
cils an additional borrowing capacity 
of £20bn to £25bn. ‘It’s a no-brainer,’ 
says Mr McGoldrick. ‘There’s no 
financial loss to the country, as it’s 
paid for by the rental income over 20 
or 25 years. If you borrow to spend 
on education, you hope that you’ll 
have a better educated, more skilled 
workforce but you can’t guarantee 
the outcome. With housing, you get 
the homes but you also get the spin-
offs such as employment.’

Unfortunately, any increase in pub-
lic sector borrowing goes completely 
against the grain of Conservative pol-
icy. Before the election, there had 
been hope: both Labour and the Lib-
eral Democrats had made vague but 
inspiring noises about reviewing the 

caps. This was dashed by the shock 
result that saw the Tories return to 
power with a manifesto that 
appeared, fundamentally, to oppose 
public ownership of any housing.

At best, councils will remain on the 
same difficult path and their contri-
bution to the housing crisis will be 
severely hampered. ‘We’re going to 
see welfare reform tighten even 
more, income streams are still going 
to be under threat, and the lifting of 
the borrowing cap is not going to hap-
pen,’ Mr McGoldrick says. ‘It’s piling 
pressure on local authorities, and it’s 
going to make what is already quite a 
tough game even tougher. The gov-
ernment has said it wants councils to 
show they’re being progressive but 
the reality is that it will be a lot more 
difficult to get these big numbers.’

There is also the fear that the gov-
ernment will act to close down the 
limited options available. Mr McGol-
drick points out a contradiction 
between the Elphicke-House recom-
mendations, which exhorted councils 
to use all the options at their disposal, 
including setting up private subsidiar-
ies, and the declarations of housing 
minister Brandon Lewis who con-
demned councils for ‘side-stepping’ 
the Right to Buy and said he would 
not support the establishment of 
local authority housing companies to 
deliver affordable rented units.

 The big one for councils is the 
forced sell-off of one-third of their 
highest-value properties as they 
become vacant, used to fund the 
extension of the Right to Buy to hous-
ing association tenants – a central 
pledge of the Tory manifesto, which 
they promised would be delivered 
within the first 100 days of a new gov-
ernment. Effectively, this will apply 
the unattractive conditions currently 
attached to HCA grant funding to 
every council, giving them much less 
control over their own destiny. 
‘Instead of saying, “We suggest you 
look at high-value voids”, they’re 
making it a requirement, which runs 
against localism,’ says Mr McGol-
drick. ‘It’s taking power from local 
authorities and giving it back to cen-
tral government.’ Identifying the 
highest-value properties will take sig-
nificant work, he adds, which will be 
a distraction from new development.

Councils can still build homes in 
the short term, albeit ‘a trickle’ rather 
than the flood Britain needs. In five or 
10 years, with high-value voids sold 
off, land developed and prudential 
borrowing exhausted, they will be 
back where they started, but with 
fewer resources. ‘The worst-case sce-
nario is that the government makes it 
difficult to build and all the Elphicke-
House options run out,’ warns Mr 
McGoldrick. ‘Councils will be back to 
relying on the market to plug the gap. 
That’s the hard bit – Elphicke and 
House didn’t look at that.’ ■

Conference highlights

Thinktank: Local housing delivery 
vehicles – local authorities in the  
driving seat
Sponsored by Trowers & Hamlins
Tuesday 23 June, 14.15 – 15.15
Charter 1 

Masterclass: The role of local 
authorities in house building
Wednesday 24 June, 14.00 – 15.15
Charter 3
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CIH Housing 2015: highlights

14.15 – 15.30 
Masterclass: Unlocking global growth 
through affordable housing
Charter 3

9.00 – 9.45
Thinktank: Institutional 
investors and affordable housing – 
natural partners?
Sponsored by Trowers & Hamlins
Charter 2

09.45 – 11.00 
Keynote: Future economic  
trends and their impact on the housing 
market
Exchange auditorium 

11.30 – 12.30 
Masterclass: Making it housing’s 
business to tackle inequality
Charter 3

Economic trends

Housing is one of the hottest political 
issues of our time, with Britain in the 
throes of a housing crisis and social 
landlords finding themselves in the 
firing line of increasingly bitter pro-
tests over government funding cuts. 

Taking place less than two months 
after the Conservatives’ shock win at 
the general election, this year’s con-
ference will be a welcome opportu-
nity to understand what the new 
political reality means for housing, 
and what the incoming government is 
going to demand from the sector. 

Keynote sessions taking place on 
each of the three days of the event 
will provide insight from a range of 
speakers, including leading political 
thinkers, housing policy experts and 
the politicians themselves.

The conference kicks off with what 
promises to be a very stimulating 
political panel debate, bringing 
together Conservative Home founder 
Tim Montgomerie, journalist and for-
mer Lib Dem advisor Miranda Green 
and Andrew Harrop of the Fabian 
Society, chaired by the BBC’s Reeta 
Chakrabarti. They will be followed by 

The new political reality: 
what does it mean for 
housing? 

Housing 2015 is an opportunity to 
consider housing’s place in the wider 
national and global economy – and 
perhaps develop some powerful 
arguments to sway the politicians in 
the sector’s favour. 

A thought-provoking masterclass 
on day one of the conference will pre-
sent the big-picture case for afforda-
ble housing, discussing the role it 
plays in promoting successful cities 
and driving economic growth. Build-
ing homes supports this in many 
ways, from job creation to ensuring 

former Department for Communities 
and Local Government permanent 
secretary and incoming Peabody chair 
Bob Kerslake and Newham mayor 
Robin Wales, who will be among those 
debating the new programme for gov-
ernment and how effectively it will 
deliver the solutions we urgently need 
to Britain’s acute housing shortage.

Former housing ministers, includ-
ing Nick Raynsford, will bring a 
unique insight into the messages 
from government so far and the pros-
pects for the future. Meanwhile, in  a 
keynote session which asks, ‘What do 
we want for housing?’, leading think-
ers will address what the sector 
hopes for – and fears – from the new 
government. The session will feature 
Ann Santry, Sovereign chief execu-
tive, David Cowans of Places for Peo-
ple and Piers Williamson of the Hous-
ing Finance Corporation. 

For a more in-depth look at strate-
gic issues, housing leaders will find 
masterclasses invaluable. In ‘Welfare 
reform: can housing take the strain?’, 
speakers will address the realities of 
this contentious policy issue, discuss-
ing the effectiveness of universal 
credit pilots so far and the potential 
long-term impact for the sector. 

“Britain is in the 
throes of a housing 
crisis and social 
landlords are finding 
themselves in the 
firing line over cuts.”

“The housing market 
poses the biggest risk 
to the UK’s economic 
recovery.”

10.30 – 11.30 
Keynote: Political Panel 
– the new political reality
Exchange auditorium

12.00 – 13.15 
Keynote: Will the 
Programme for 
Government solve the 
housing crisis?
Exchange auditorium

09.45 – 11.00 
Keynote: What do we 
want for housing? 
Exchange auditorium

11.30 – 12.00 
Masterclass: Welfare 
reform: can housing take 
the strain? 
Charter 3

 

 
 
15.00 – 15.45 
Keynote: Three  
former housing  
ministers discuss the new 
political reality 
Exchange auditorium

KEY   SESSIONS

KEY   SESSIONS

With the Conservatives’ shock election win 
and issues around tightening finances setting 

the tone, this year’s conference has a lot of 
ground to cover. We take a look at some  

of the key themes and highlights

the UK’s economic hubs can access 
the talent they need. The panel brings 
together speakers with differing per-
spectives on how we can unlock 
global growth through affordable 
housing, featuring Dr Jan Mischke, 
author of a McKinsey Report on the 
subject, Royal Institution of Chartered 
Surveyors’ Jeremy Blackburn and 
Andrew Carter at the Centre for Cities. 

An essential keynote for anyone 
involved in housing delivery will take 
place on the Wednesday morning, 
outlining future economic trends and 
the impact they will have on the hous-
ing market. Dr Gerard Lyons, chief 
economic advisor to the mayor of 
London, will join Newsnight’s Duncan 
Weldon to discuss the prospects for 
the years to come – and the Bank of 
England’s assertion that the housing 
market poses the biggest risk to the 
UK’s economic recovery in the after-
math of the 2008 financial crisis. 

At a practical level, a thinktank ses-
sion will consider the potential for 
institutional investment in affordable 
housing – housing associations have 
been well served by these investors in 
the bond markets, but they have very 
little equity ownership of housing to 
date. This session will explore the 

A
new government, a 
housing crisis, changing 
demographics, tighter 
public finances: this 
year’s Chartered Insti-

tute of Housing (CIH) Conference pre-
sents an opportunity to get to grips 
with the challenges for housing pro-
viders in the years ahead. As the sec-
tor gears up for three days of debate, 
we’ve picked 2015’s themes.

TUESDAY 23 JUNE

TUESDAY 23 JUNE

WEDNESDAY 24 JUNE

THURSDAY 25 JUNE

barriers and how the interests of 
housing providers and investors 
might be aligned. 

Mitigating the impact on those 
who are left behind by the recovery 
is the topic of a masterclass that 
makes it housing’s business to tackle  
inequality. The sector is at the fore-
front of improving employment 
opportunities, tackling child pov-
erty, improving financial inclusion 
and increasing educational attain-
ment, and its role has taken on fur-
ther importance as financial pres-
sures continue. This session will see 
speakers from L&Q and Thanet Dis-
trict Council discussing how they 
have taken steps to improve the lives 
of their residents, alongside Joseph 
Henson from the Centre for Social 
Justice, who leads its research into 
serious personal debt and financial 
inclusion and is developing market-
based policies to tackle entrenched 
poverty. e
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“How can the health, 
social care and 
housing sectors work 
together to meet the 
needs of an ageing 
population?”

Health, social care & housing 

New for 2015 is a conference running 
in parallel to the main programme, 
bringing together professionals from 
health, social care and housing for 
the first time under one roof to 
address one of the most important 
challenges facing Britain today: how 
these sectors can work together to 
meet the needs of an ageing popula-
tion and improve health outcomes. 

Health, Housing and Social Care 
2015 is open to all CIH Housing dele-
gates and will take place on Wednes-
day and Thursday, providing a valua-

“Housing associations 
need to provide for 
increasing levels of 
frailty and ill health.”

12.00 – 12.45
Thinktank: PRS – where 
are we today? Challenges 
and opportunities for  
the future
Sponsored by Laing 
O’Rourke
Charter 2

11.30 – 12.30 
Keynote: The changing 

labour market and the 
new insecurities 
Exchange auditorium

15.45 – 16.45
Thinktank: Integrated 
housing, care and health 
– aspirational dream or 
absolute necessity?
Sponsored by Mears 
Charter 2

09.45 – 11.00 
Masterclass: Future of 
market rent
Charter 1

11.30 – 12.30 
Masterclass: 
The demographic 
time bomb
Exchange auditorium

KEY   SESSIONS

in the construction industry could 
exacerbate the housing crisis, and the 
challenges all sectors face as rising 
property prices and market rents 
push workers further out of our cities. 

Meanwhile, the future of the pri-
vate rental market will be addressed 
in a masterclass on Thursday morn-
ing, as both the number of private 
renters and the level of private rents 
reach record highs across the coun-
try. Increasingly vociferous cam-
paigners argue that private tenants 
need more protection from land-
lords, while landlords themselves 
claim that greater regulation is unfair. 

This session will bring together 
Alan Ward of the Residential Land-
lords Association and Claire Higgins 
of Cross Keys Homes in what prom-
ises to be a lively debate about how 
the market could be made to work for 
both landlords and tenants, and what 
role social landlords could play. 

TUESDAY  23 JUNE

WEDNESDAY 24 JUNE

THURSDAY 25 JUNE

  
09.45 – 10.45 
Homes, health and health inequalities 
Exchange 9

15.15 – 16.15 
Laying the foundations 
for a healthy later life
Exchange 9

10.00 – 10.45 
Integrating health, 
housing and wellbeing
Exchange 9

11.15 – 12.00 
Working in partnership to improve 
health and wellbeing through housing
Exchange 9

KEY   SESSIONS

WEDNESDAY  24 JUNE

THURSDAY  25 JUNE

Following this is a masterclass on 
the challenges presented by the 
‘demographic time bomb’ of both a 
growing population and an increas-
ingly elderly one. According to a 
report by the Smith Institute, the 
number of over 65s is growing by 
2.5% each year and over 85s by 3%.

By the mid-2030s, there will be 16 
million people in the UK aged over 
65, and three million over 85. Hous-
ing associations will need to provide 
for increasing levels of frailty and ill 
health – but also cater for a growing 
number of older people who remain 
active and may continue to work into 
their 70s. The Smith Institute foresees 
the housing association sector’s client 
base rising from 2.1 to 3 million 
households, many of whom will have 
complex needs. Meeting these needs 
will cost the sector an additional £1bn 
each year, and require a reconfigura-
tion of their stock. This discussion 
will deliver much-needed debate on 
this issue, with speakers including Ed 
Cox from IPPR North, Ben Page of 
Ipsos Mori and James Caspell, busi-
ness innovation manager at Tower 
Hamlets Homes and CIH/Inside Hous-
ing Rising Star 2014. 

ble opportunity for networking and 
sharing both best practice and new 
ideas. Sessions will focus on address-
ing health inequality and breaking the 
link between poor housing and ill 
health, taking an integrated approach 
to wellbeing, and potential solutions 
for tackling fuel poverty and ill health 
among homeless people. 

Speakers will include Dr Ann Marie 
Connolly, director of health equity 
and impact at Public Health England, 
Peter Hay, strategic director of adults 
and communities at Birmingham City 
Council, and George McNamara, 
head of policy and public affairs at 
the Alzheimer’s Society. 

Changing demographics 

Responding to Britain’s changing 
demographics is a key theme of the 
conference. Housing providers are 
not only bearing the strain of pov-
erty and an ageing population but the 
pressures on young people, such as 
finding sustainable employment. 

A keynote session on day two will 
discuss how the labour market has 
changed, and how housing providers 
need to respond. Speakers including 
Gavin Kelly from the Resolution 
Foundation and the Confederation of 
British Industry’s Laura Smith  will 
discuss the new insecurities that ten-
ants face with the increase in zero-
hours contracts, how a lack of skills 

e
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14.15 – 15.30 
Masterclass: The big data question 
– getting the best out of your data 
Exchange auditorium 

16.00 – 17.15 
Masterclass: Strategic workforce 
planning 
Charter 1

16.00 – 17.15 
Masterclass: Is housing a model of 
good governance?
Charter 3

14.00 – 15.15 
Masterclass: Housing and regulation 
– does it promote a better sector?
Charter 1

14.00 – 15.15 
Masterclass: Creating an ‘excellent’ 
organisation 
Exchange auditorium

11.30 – 12.30 
Masterclass: Delivering major 
projects 
Charter 1

KEY   SESSIONS

“Does the new 
regulatory framework 
for housing promote a 
better sector?”

Equipping the sector to 
deliver

TUESDAY 23 JUNE

WEDNESDAY 24 JUNE

THURSDAY 25 JUNE

Many of this year’s masterclass ses-
sions will take an in-depth look at 
equipping the sector to meet the 
challenges ahead, ranging from such 
technical issues as IT and governance 
to soft, but no less important, topics 
such as skills. 

In ‘The big data question’, speak-
ers including Google’s Alex Lowe and 
Richard Blundell, Housing Partners’ 
chief executive, will discuss how 
social landlords can harness the 
power of their data to better target 
their products and services. 

The housing workforce is undergo-
ing significant upheaval with chang-
ing demographics, skills shortages 
and lifestyle choices all making an 
impact, as well as growing competi-
tion between many sectors for the 
same pool of talent. In a session on 
strategic workforce planning,  

speakers will argue that we need to 
take a holistic approach to manage-
ment and succession planning in 
order to attract the skills the sector 
needs to deliver homes and an excel-
lent tenant service, as well as meet-
ing the demands of a fast-evolving 
environment. The session features 
experts with a range of perspectives 
on people management, including 
CIH president and Poplar Harca chief 
executive Steve Stride, who will be 
launching the presidential commis-
sion on leadership and equality, Nick 
Kemsley of Henley Business School, 
Greg Campbell of Campbell Tickell 
and Jo Denye of Teach First. 

The delivery of major projects is 
one area where housing associations 
will need to upskill if we are to meet 
Britain’s urgent need for more than 
200,000 new homes each year. 
Fortunately, there is much recent 
experience that the sector can draw 
on. The ‘Delivering major projects’ 
masterclass pulls together experts 

involved in some of the biggest and 
most ambitious projects in Europe, 
including Ian Lindsay of Cross-
rail and Julian Foster from Heath-
row Airport. Alongside Homes and 
Communities Agency (HCA) chief 
executive Andy Rose, they will offer 
their insights on securing land and 
finance, navigating the planning pro-
cess and managing supply chains. 

Several sessions share essential 
knowledge on the governance and 
regulation agenda. The HCA’s out-
going executive director of regula-
tion, Matthew Bailes, will join a panel  
of regulators from other sectors  
to discuss the new regulatory frame-
work for housing and whether it  

promotes a better sector, and com-
pare best practice. 

In ‘Is housing a model of good gov-
ernance?’, panellists will consider 
how well governance models have 
responded to changing organisation 
structures, particularly with the 
entry of for-profit providers into the 
sector. Have housing associations 
strengthened their governance suffi-
ciently with the advent of co-regula-
tion with the HCA, and what are the 
skills required? L&Q chair Turlogh 
O’Brien, governance expert Dr Fiona 
Underwood of Altair and Helen Bai-
ley of the mayor of London’s policing 
and crime unit will share their very 
different perspectives. 

Meanwhile, in a session called 
‘Creating an “excellent” organisa-
tion’, William Butler-Adams, manag-
ing director of Brompton, will tell the 
story of his pedal-powered journey 
from a small organisation to one of 
the leading bike manufacturers in  
the country. ■
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apprentices are already in supervisory 
roles within the organisation.

We use not only the national appren-
ticeship service website, but also our 
local connections to make sure opportu-
nities go to people living in our communi-
ties. It’s important to us that the people 
we bring into the organisation come from 
the communities where we have proper-
ties, and this is borne out when we look 
at the spread of postcodes from which 
we’ve recruited.

There are many personal success sto-
ries, such as Guinness customer Sam  
Taylor. Sam had begun an apprenticeship 
with another employer but was let go, 
and spent a year looking for a job before 
being referred to our programme. 
Upturn employed Sam, while Guinness 
provided his workplace support. He has 
since completed an intermediate appren-
ticeship in horticulture and gained a per-
manent job with us as an estate assistant.

As an organisation, Guinness also  e

benefits from these successes. When 
you’re employing people in entry-level 
positions, they will be on the front line of 
customer service. That means that in our 
contact centres and neighbourhood 
offices, the people who deliver our ser-
vices reflect the people and places they 
are working for. From a business per-
spective, this enables us to improve our 
performance and derive better value for 
money through the insight they provide.

Strong partnerships
Our experiences have changed the way 
we think about employment and skills in 
the communities in which we operate.

For example, Upturn recruited Guin-
ness customer Kelly Bainbridge in 2012 to 
run a work club, part-funded by Guin-
ness and the National Lottery’s Reaching 
Communities fund. This has delivered 
language, social care and self-employ-
ment courses, and employers such as our 
maintenance company, City Response, 

have now become involved, promoting 
vacancies and offering interview sup-
port. The results are startling – Kelly’s 
team has helped well over 100 local peo-
ple into work in the last year alone.

Many people using the club also apply 
for Guinness’ annual Aspire awards, 
which provide financial support to cus-
tomers for training and employment. 
This year, we hope to make 125 awards to 
celebrate our 125th anniversary. 

Meanwhile, Kelly has completed  
an apprenticeship in customer service 
and is looking to build her own career. 
She was awarded Guinness’ customer 
star of the year award at a recent cere-
mony, in appreciation of her work across 
the community.

For Guinness, the importance of part-
nerships is highlighted by our founder 
membership of the Give Us a Chance 
(GUAC) consortium. Established in 2011, 
and sparked by the success of the Future 
Jobs Fund (FJF) and the introduction of 

the work programme, GUAC was formed 
to support its members to develop 
apprenticeships and placements. It also 
serves to engage with the employment 
support sector, represented by the 
Employment Related Services Associa-
tion (ERSA). 

At first, GUAC focused on developing 
practical models to enable social land-
lords to work with the employment and 
skills sector to replace the support that 
FJF had previously offered. With the help 
of social research company Inclusion, we 
have since developed the proving talent 
model, aimed at helping people aged 18 
to 25 get into work.

GUAC has developed its mission to be 
the leading employment and skills con-
sortium in the social housing sector. It 
has created a joint manifesto with ERSA 
to influence policy and practice at politi-
cal and operational levels. It also aims to 
improve connections between the social 
housing and employment sectors for the 
benefit of unemployed residents.

Once an acorn, GUAC is growing into a 
strong tree. We started with 11 members – 
we now have 44. Besides engaging in dia-
logue with government and opposition 
leaders, we have made a formal partner-
ship with ERSA and are working in close 
collaboration with Inclusion and the 
DWP on new schemes to tackle long-
term, entrenched unemployment.

Future regeneration
GUAC membership is open to all social 
housing providers, including arm’s-
length management organisations. Some 
of the larger members operate nationally, 
some are focused on particular regions, 
while others focus on single local author-
ity areas, districts or boroughs. The most 
important attributes of membership are 
a desire to help residents into work and a 
recognition that this is better done in 
partnership with others.

So what’s next? We plan to continue 
developing our routes to work pro-
gramme because it benefits apprentices, 
Guinness and the community. We want 
to do this in collaboration with GUAC and 
ERSA so that, together, we can help our 
customers and support the regeneration 
of the areas in which we operate.

Over the past 10 years, we’ve found 
that it’s not just about what our custom-
ers – or we – can do, but about organisa-
tions coming together to understand 
what we can each bring to the table.
Ian Simpson is routes to work manager at 
The Guinness Partnership

Ian 
Simpson 
explains 

how a partnership 
approach is helping 
Guinness tenants  
back into work 

“In the past 
five years, 125 
people from our 
communities 
have started 
apprenticeships 
– over 80% 
of which 
have become 
permanent jobs.”

Steve Close, chief  
executive, Together 
Housing Group

Learning a trade

Our leadership team recently went 
back to the floor to see what our 
apprentices do on a daily basis. We 
were all hugely impressed by their 
attitude, skills and expertise. From 
youngsters with few educational 
achievements, they display a 
maturity and attitude beyond their 
years. While they have clearly 
committed themselves to their 
tasks and worked hard, they also 
expressed gratitude to their 
mentors who have been key to  
the success of the programme. 

At Together, our offer is much 
more than bricks and mortar. Our 
vision for 2020 is to offer customers 
consistently brilliant services, put 
social impact at the heart of what 
we do and for the organisation to  
be a great place to work.

We serve many deprived 
communities across the north of 
England and the East Midlands. 
Regenerating communities is, 
therefore, a key part of our work. 
This includes helping people 
become work-ready and providing 
opportunities to young people 
through apprenticeships. Our 
construction academy in west 
Yorkshire gives young people who 
may have struggled to realise their 
potential in the classroom a chance 
to learn new skills and a trade, while 
our Reuse Together centre in 
Blackburn provides a range of 
opportunities for training, 
developing youngsters and the 
long-term unemployed. They 
produce good-quality, low-cost 
furniture and white goods which are 
provided as starter packs to new 
tenants in need. The centre also 
encourages volunteering where 
people can get used to the different 
demands of work.

The two case studies overleaf, 
Gareth and Brett, are great 
examples of what can be achieved 
when people are given 
opportunities such as these. 
Coming away from their time in 
education with little to show in 
terms of qualifications, they would 

have found it tough to find a job. 
However, our mentors and the 
committed staff who run our 
various training programmes have 
helped them to develop skills and  
a can-do attitude, providing both 
professional and personal support. 
This has helped Gareth and Brett 
develop as individuals, and they  
are now in a position to take on 
full-time employment.

This approach has helped 
Together to become recognised as 
one of the top 100 apprenticeship 
employers in the UK. 

Both Gareth and Brett have 
gained employment with Together, 
and where possible, other 
apprentices will also move on to 
employment within the group or 
with our partners. Where this isn’t 
possible, they will be supported  
to use their new skills and 
qualifications to gain employment 
elsewhere.

We’ve recently strengthened  
our wider role in communities by 
bringing a social enterprise – 
Newground Together – into the 
group. Newground provides 
environmental, landscape and 
business support across Yorkshire 
and Lancashire. Last year alone, 
Newground’s education team 
communicated with more than 
3,000 young people across 
Pennine Lancashire about the 
environment and the outdoors.

We recognise that this work is 
only a start towards the fulfilment 
of our social impact mission. Many 
of our communities are still blighted 
by low educational attainment and 
poor employment prospects. We’re 
already helping tenants and 
communities find meaningful and 
fulfilling work, but there is much, 
much more to do – for all of us. 

A
s housing providers, we are 
able to play a unique role in 
helping people in our com-
munities access the 
employment opportunities 

they need, and to find jobs which can 
provide training and qualifications. As 
both employers and social businesses, 
we’ve got the resources to facilitate this 
and it’s vitally important that we look for 
opportunities to use them, whether to 
support people through apprenticeships 
or employment more broadly.

Guinness is doing this by creating a 
national framework which aims to tap 
into the talents of our customers through 
apprenticeships and getting people into 
work. As well as reducing our depend-
ency on external recruiters, our routes to 
work programme is having a positive 
social impact that extends far beyond 
Guinness itself.

Partnerships have been the key to that 
success. Our journey began 10 years ago, 
when we began working with Oldham-
based social enterprise Upturn, and new 
partnerships continue to emerge today – 
for example, our more recent collabora-
tion with Avanta, one of the providers of 
the Department for Work and Pensions’ 
(DWP) work programme.

Over the last five years, more than 125 
people from the communities in which 
we work have started Upturn apprentice-
ships – more than 80% of which have 
become permanent jobs. Around half of 
our apprentices come to work with us, 
while the rest apply to other organisa-
tions, drawing on the confidence and 
skills they have developed over the 
course of their apprenticeship.

Diverse workforce
Apprentices regularly fill Guinness’ 
entry-level vacancies because they shine 
at interview, and as a result, we gain a 
more diverse workforce. Apprentices are 
often highly motivated, and many former 

“The construction 
academy gives young 
people a chance to 
learn a trade.”

APPRENTICESHIPS

Article written by:
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We’re in it together
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 Turned around 
Gareth O’Hara
 
Age: 25
Apprenticeship: NVQ Level 3 in wood 
occupations
Based: Blackburn, Lancashire

Just a few weeks away from completing a 
three-year apprenticeship with Twin  
Valley Homes, Gareth O’Hara finds it 
hard to believe just how much his life ‘has 
been turned around’. 

Four years ago, Gareth’s life revolved 
around drugs. Addicted to ampheta-
mines and a regular user of cocaine, he’d 
lost his job in catering and was living on 
benefits. A private landlord was taking 
advantage of his vulnerable state and 
overcharging him for rent. ‘Everything 
was about finding the next high,’ Gareth 
says. ‘I knew my life was falling apart but 
I just didn’t care. I wasn’t looking after 
myself at all.’ 

Having been kicked out of home at 16, 
Gareth had no family support to fall back 
on, but a friend stepped in. A neighbour 
had noticed his declining condition, and 
gave him an application form for sup-
ported housing at the James Street Pro-
ject in Darwen, Blackburn. ‘That was the 
start for me,’ says Gareth. ‘It meant eve-
rything to get a stable roof over my head.’

Built in 2008, the £3.5m supported 
housing scheme is made up of 30 self-
contained flats, owned and managed by 
Twin Valley Homes, part of the Together 
Housing Group, which provides housing 
services in partnership with Darwen 
Council. Aimed at anyone with low-level 
support needs aged 16 to 65, the James 
Street Project is staffed by professionals 
who are available to help people with 
anything from cooking to budgeting. 

Each tenant is assigned a keyworker to 
help prepare tenants for their next move, 
and Gareth’s keyworker referred him to 
the Grow programme, a scheme that 
aims to build confidence and motivation 
by placing people in different work  
environments within Twin Valley Homes. 

Gareth attended the programme two 
days a week for eight weeks, and his 
handiness for woodwork became appar-
ent during a stint with the repairs and 
maintenance team. Twin Valley Homes 

offered him an apprenticeship and 
Gareth took it without hesitation. 

‘I wanted to do it for the gentleman 
who first helped me and everyone else 
who has supported me,’ he explains.  
‘I don’t want to let them down.’ 

Gareth is now managing his own  
tenancy and is looking forward to taking 
up a full-time job with the association as a 
trainee joiner when his apprenticeship is 
complete. He has also just been named 
‘Student of the Year’ on his carpentry 
and joinery course. ‘I couldn’t see myself 
doing anything else,’ he says. ‘I like my 
work and am happy with the way things 
are going, but I could never have turned 
things round on my own.’

“Bringing out 
the potential of 
young people 
who might 
otherwise be 
marginalised 
is a benefit for 
everyone.”

“It meant 
everything to  
get a stable  
roof over  
my head.”

APPRENTICESHIPS

Gareth O’Hara is working 
as a joinery apprentice

Apprentice Brett  
Barlow is also a gifted 
rugby player

Alison Clews picks up an award for her 
inspirational work as a mentor

Making a difference 

Article written in partnership with:

 Award winner
Alison Clews

Job: Skills and enterprise coordinator at Twin 
Valley Homes
Location: Blackburn, Lancashire

‘Making a difference to young people’s 
lives’ is what gets Alison Clews out of bed 
every morning. 

She is currently responsible for over-
seeing 33 apprentices based across Lan-
cashire and Yorkshire within Together 
Housing Group, and is also a mentor to 
Gareth O’Hara (far left). She relishes the 
transformation she has witnessed. ‘Gaz 
used to text me saying that he was “hav-
ing a meltdown” or “desperately needed 
to chat”. Now he’s texting me with pics of 
his college work,’ she says.

Just as with her other apprentices,  
Alison has a meeting with Gareth every 
six weeks to discuss any problems and 
review his progress, though in practice, 
she is happy to meet whenever there’s a 
need. Alison also encourages apprentices 
to call or text her, out of office hours, if 
they urgently need to speak. ‘If they need 
to talk, it doesn’t matter what the time 
is,’ she says. ‘I want to be there for them.’

Alison’s rapport with young people 
and commitment to Together Housing’s 
apprenticeship programme was recog-
nised nationally last year when she was 
named Inside Housing and the Chartered 
Institute of Housing’s Inspirational Men-
tor of the Year at the UK Housing Awards. 

 A different path  
Brett Barlow

Age: 18
Apprenticeship: NVQ Level 3 in joinery
Based: Ossett, Yorkshire

A normal education was never going to 
be an option for Brett Barlow. By 14, he 
had already had to cope with the loss of 
two siblings and his mother. He was also 
the main carer for his father, who had to 
undergo triple heart bypass surgery.

Despite this, Brett is in the final year of 
his apprenticeship with Chevin Housing, 
part of the Together Housing Group, and 
was named Youthbuild UK Young Builder 
of the Year 2014. The government-run 
scheme celebrates young people who 
have overcome barriers to train and 

She says the key to success in working 
with the apprentices is to understand 
their background. ‘When I first meet with 
a young person, I know I need to gain 
their trust so that we can deal with the 
root problem in their lives. So many are 
from chaotic backgrounds.’

The stumbling blocks to progress 
range from domestic violence to caring 
responsibilities, debts or parents that dis-
courage participation. Alison works to 
resolve these problems by working in 
partnership with Together Housing’s sup-
port services and external agencies such 
as social services. Another key move is to 
find a person from within the appren-
tice’s social or family group who can act 
as their champion; it means support is 
available ‘on the inside’ too.

Alison says she is mindful of what the 
apprenticeship programme means to the 
community: ‘Working on our estates dur-
ing training helps to instil pride in the 
apprentices. If they’ve repaired fences, 
they’ll ask others to look after those 
fences too. Their work gives them a stake 
in the community and a sense of belong-
ing. That, for many, is a breakthrough.’ ■

work in construction.
Brett’s journey started when he was in 

year 11, and he decided not to sit GCSEs. 
His teachers encouraged him to attend 
Chevin Housing’s construction training 
centre and, after impressing his tutors 
with his carpentry know-how, he was 
invited to start an apprenticeship. ‘I’ve 
had loads of support. I’m confident about 
the future,’ he says. 

Christine Eccles, Brett’s mentor, says: 
‘Bringing out the potential of young peo-
ple who might otherwise be marginalised 
is a benefit for everyone.’

A gifted rugby player, Brett has also 
been selected by the British Amateur 
Rugby League Association youth squad 
for their tour of Canada. Chevin Housing 
is sponsoring Brett’s participation. ‘With-
out their help, I wouldn’t be able to go,’ 
says Brett. ‘Simple as that.’

We talk to two people whose lives have changed through 
apprenticeships, and the mentor who helped them
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windows and a basement. Yet, often, the 
income may be broadly the same, mean-
ing the ‘boring box’ may generate a 
greater financial return. 

When forecasting maintenance costs, 
stock-condition surveyors apply a well-
established rule of thumb: that lifecycle 
component renewal costs range, on  
average, between £30,000 and £40,000 
per asset over 30 years (net of fees and 
VAT). If this is achieved, the business 
model will generally work out. But this is 
based on industry-standard assumptions 
about the life expectancy of major com-
ponents and cost rates, so if components 
cost more to replace or this happens 
more frequently than necessary, the 
financial viability of the asset starts to 
become more borderline.

We must take greater ownership of the 
level of investment made in the proper-
ties we manage. Too many premature 
replacements of boilers, kitchens and 
windows are carried out with scant 
regard for the impact on the whole-life 
cost of the property, while component 
renewal programmes are often based 

Reliable data 
is the secret 
to asset 

management, says 
Colin Farrell from 
Faithorn Farrell Timms

Colin Middlemass, 
chief operating officer, 
Mears Group 

Working together

Asset management is everyone’s 
responsibility, and no one 
stakeholder has the answers. While 
it may be seen as a separate service 
provided by a specialist team, asset 
management cannot be delivered in 
isolation. The sector needs to work 
collaboratively to develop 
fit-for-purpose strategies and 
pragmatic delivery plans to ensure 
every pound goes further – at 
present, approaches vary greatly. 
Social housing providers are 
accountable to many stakeholders, 
including the Homes and 
Communities Agency, funders, the 
board and residents, and they need 
the support of service providers to 
manage stock effectively.

So how do we create a truly 
joined-up approach across the 
sector? This would encompass 
housing providers and service 
providers, so that all staff, 
departments and customers are 
clear on their role. This would mean 
individuals taking personal 
ownership, particularly those 
working in specialisms such as 
responsive repairs, planned or 
capital works, cyclical maintenance, 
voids and new builds, but would 
also go beyond repairs and 
maintenance and extend to  
housing management, 
homelessness, tenancy 
sustainment, care, facilities 
management, social value, 
community sustainability and 
tenant engagement. This truly 
joined-up approach will enable 
providers to maximise the value  
of their assets and support the 
organisation’s objectives. 

Intelligent use of data is key, 
which means breaking down 
information silos and pooling data 
for the benefit of the asset and the 
customer. Mears carries out 
thousands of visits to homes every 
day through repairs, maintenance 
and care services, updating social 
housing providers and asset 
management systems in real time. 
This can be complemented by a 
wealth of other insights collated by 

service providers to not only target 
limited resources where they are 
needed, but also where they will 
have the greatest impact.

As highlighted recently by the 
Chartered Institute of Housing (CIH) 
project, ‘Working together to break 
new ground in repairs and 
maintenance’, it is also essential to 
take a holistic approach. Residents 
are at the heart of asset 
management, and may have 
complex needs which present 
themselves in high (or zero) 
demand for repairs or high 
no-access rates in repairs and 
maintenance. Service providers can 
support social housing partners by 
being their eyes and ears on a daily 
basis – whether through flagging 
property condition issues or raising 
concerns about vulnerability, 
safeguarding or sustainment.

The challenge the sector faces is 
to deliver an excellent customer 
experience, while driving down 
demand, maximising lifecycle costs 
and, crucially, adding value to the 
asset in every transaction.

These need not be mutually 
exclusive – the case studies overleaf 
from Livin Housing and United 
Welsh demonstrate how working 
collaboratively can achieve 
excellent outcomes for customers, 
organisations and communities. 
Mears’ partnership with United 
Welsh received the 2015 CIH and 
Inside Housing UK Housing award 
for An Outstanding Approach to 
Maintaining Quality Homes. We look 
forward to working with the sector 
as it moves towards an integrated 
approach to asset management.
Mears is sponsoring a thinktank 
session at the CIH Housing Con-
ference about demonstrating and 
delivering value through effective 
asset management on Wednesday 
24 June at 11.45am in Charter 2

I 
once gave a presentation at The 
Housing Forum where I announced 
that asset management was ‘sexy’. 
My 12-year-old son would no doubt 
tell me I am ‘sad’, but I find that an 

increasing number of my social housing 
clients agree with me. Whereas before, 
anything to do with maintenance was 
considered dull and boring, many are 
now more stimulated by the challenge of 
deriving greater value from existing stock 
than by new development. 

The main driver has been the regula-
tor’s demand that housing associations 
demonstrate their understanding of the 
return on assets. This has meant a steep 
learning curve, as property people have 
had to start thinking like finance people 
and finance people like property people. 
Property people have even started talk-
ing to finance people. What’s going on?

An appreciation of the financial perfor-
mance of assets is surely a good thing. In 
any business, Dickens’ Micawber princi-
ple remains relevant, in that expenditure 
must not exceed income if financial fail-
ure (and misery) is to be avoided. It was 
only a few years ago that the housing sec-
tor was investing thousands of pounds in 
houses and flats across the country to 
meet the Decent Homes Standard, often 
incorporating improvements and pre-
mium tenant choices. Now some are 
starting to question the wisdom of this 
investment: did we spend too much? 
Would we do the same again?

Return on investment
There is no reason why a typical social-
rented property should not generate a 
strong return on investment over its  
lifetime, as long as it is managed pru-
dently. We all know that some homes 
cost more to repair and maintain than 
others – the required lifecycle investment 
for a mass-produced, low-rise, brick-
faced house with a concrete-tiled roof 
and PVC windows is considerably lower 
than for a Georgian townhouse in a con-
servation area with rendered elevations, 
a natural slate roof, huge timber-box sash 

“Asset management 
cannot be delivered  
in isolation.”
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only on the asset management database, 
without validation of whether the 
replacement is actually necessary. Poorly 
controlled spending means that, at 
worst, a property forecast to provide a 
healthy return on investment can, in  
reality, detract value. Indirect costs, or 
losses, through extended void periods 
can also have a significant effect. Housing 
associations may have key performance 
indicators relating to reletting periods, 
but few asset management teams meas-
ure the loss in monetary terms.

It is, therefore, imperative that those 
with responsibility for maintenance 
understand the level of investment an 
asset can support. There is a school of 
thought that believes only those proper-
ties in most demand, with lowest void 
losses and highest rents, can justify the 
highest investment levels. In reality, it is 
likely to be the harder-to-let properties 
that will need revamped kitchens and 
bathrooms to secure a tenant, whether 
this makes investment sense or not. 

So it’s clear that a one-size-fits-all 
approach to asset management will no 

longer work, and organisations may need 
to adopt a range of standards according 
to property type and location, balancing 
sustainable investment with the funda-
mental objective of providing homes.

The worth of an asset is an interesting 
concept. What makes one asset worth 
more than another to a housing provider 
will depend on many factors, not only 
financial, and cut to the heart of their  
reason for existing in the first place: who 
do we provide homes for; how big do we 
want to be; what areas do we want to 
operate in; what is our quality standard? 
Only by answering questions such as 
these is it possible to measure the strate-
gic value of an asset to the organisation. 

Establishing assessment criteria
We find that, even if the chosen valuation 
methods may be broadly the same, the 
conclusions that organisations reach can 
vary considerably, reflecting their differ-
ent drivers, aspirations and cultures.  
I would argue that it is important for 
them to establish assessment criteria 
alongside financial performance to  

provide a holistic view of returns.
Over the past three years, here at sur-

veying firm Faithorn Farrell Timms, we 
have been working with a number of 
leading social landlords to develop and 
implement strategic asset appraisal mod-
els, and a key shift we have noticed is an 
increasing recognition of the importance 
of data. Collecting and maintaining accu-
rate, complete and consistent informa-
tion about the whole housing stock is cru-
cial to effective asset management. 

This does not necessarily involve com-
missioning a 100% stock-condition sur-
vey, but a robust dataset on 100% of the 
assets is required to perform sufficiently 
granular analysis. There is no getting 
away from the fact that to identify the 
best performing assets, you need to hold 
data on each and every one of them. 

Quality is as important as quantity. In 
recent years, we have seen the simplifica-
tion of survey designs or data structures 
to make surveys more cost-effective and 
the data easier to manage. There is a risk 
of over-simplification, however, with the 
use of ‘basket cost’ or estimated rates, 
which reduce our ability to differentiate 
between property types. If future main-
tenance liabilities assets are calculated 
on the same basis, regardless of type, it 
follows that financial performance mod-
els will produce misleading outputs and 
fail to flag up poor performers. 

It is also important that stock-condi-
tion surveys take into account previously 
hidden costs that may arise in future. 
This will help providers tackle defects in 
design or construction and identify liabil-
ities such as obsolescence and issues 
with space and layout, compliance or 
unacceptable thermal performance. 

As social landlords embrace the chal-
lenge, we have witnessed a shift in organ-
isations’ structure and culture. Some 
have moved towards a private sector-
type approach, with new roles created to 
deal with portfolio rather than property 
management, and new teams providing 
business intelligence and analytics. 

I see all of this as highly positive. It is 
my belief that strategic asset manage-
ment should be at the core of housing 
providers’ operations. Those who 
embrace it hold the key to creating strong 
and successful businesses. In fact, I 
would go so far as to say that it will be the 
organisations with the ability to optimise 
the value of their property assets that will 
survive and thrive in this new era. 

Now isn’t that sexy? 
Colin Farrell is senior partner at Faithorn 
Farrell Timms

“There is no 
reason why a 
social-rented 
property should 
not generate a 
strong return on 
investment.”



A collaborative approach to repairs and
maintenance can reduce operating costs, boost

efficiency and increase customer satisfaction

  Proactive partnership
Livin
 
Homes served: 8,543 
Money saved: £27m
Repairs reduced by: 38%

 
A proactive approach to asset manage-
ment has saved £27m over the past five 
years for 8,543-home Sedgefield stock 
transfer association, Livin. With capital 
works spending in 2009/14 originally 
budgeted at £104m, the under-spend has 
been ‘hugely beneficial’, according to 
Wayne Harris, Livin’s executive director 
of property and development. 

Mr Harris credits Livin’s partnership 
with Mears as one of the keys to the suc-
cess of the strategy – especially the trans-
parent working relationship between the 
organisations. Mears was appointed by 
Sedgefield Borough Council in 2008 
under the 2005 term partnering con-
tract, which facilitates partnering, before 
being novated to the newly created Livin 
in 2009. ‘We agree Mears’ profit margin 
for the year and then we work to bring 
down supply and materials costs, while 
increasing quality,’ explains Mr Harris. 

This has produced a list of efficiencies 
and improvements that Mears has been 
able to achieve, based on its purchasing 
power as a large contractor. Mr Harris 
cites the example of door ironmongery: 
‘We halved the price of the products we 
buy and agreed a warranty extension 
from one to 10 years.’

The firm also secured a better supplier 
of replacement doors for Livin. ‘Mears 
held an industry-wide beauty parade 
looking at price and performance, and 
took £800,000 off our existing £4.2m 
spend on doors over the four-year install 
period,’ he says. ‘We were pleased that 
they also managed to agree this deal with 
a local supplier in the north east.’

This transparency has also allowed 
Livin and Mears to cut the number of 
responsive repairs over the past six years 

by 38%. The STOP initiative, which 
stands for survey, test, overhaul and pre-
vent, is based on analysis conducted by 
Livin that revealed that, while a typical 
social housing tenant raises four repairs a 
year, a handful will raise up to 30. People 
raising different numbers of repairs often 
live next-door to each other, Mr Harris 
notes, ‘so the high number of repairs 
seemed to be more about the individual 
than the property’.

Mears has made visits to 240 proper-
ties where residents report nine or more 
repairs a year. Tenants receive a letter 
explaining that the appointment has 
been made because they are heavy ser-
vice users and asking them to note down 
all repairs that need attending to. Two 
multi-skilled operatives attend each 
appointment and carry out all repairs 
possible as well as preventative mainte-
nance, such as lubricating door hinges, 
while also giving the tenants mainte-
nance tips. In the 12-month period that 
followed, repairs fell by 62% at proper-
ties targeted by the programme, result-
ing in more than £100,000 of savings.

In addition, a ‘price per property’ 
arrangement between Livin and Mears – 
as opposed to a fee-per-repair approach 
– incentivises the contractor to carry out 
as many repairs as possible per visit. Har-
ris says: ‘Before leaving the property, the 
operative simply asks whether anything 
needs looking at. Then, as long as the 
repair costs below £400, Mears covers it.’ 
This avoids the tenant having to make a 
separate appointment for the repair and 
the contractor needing to book another 
visit to the property once again. The 
result is improved tenant satisfaction and 
greater efficiency for Livin. 

Livin’s five-year partnership with 
Mears, which has been extended for 
another two years, continues to deliver 
savings – and to feed into the associa-
tion’s efforts in other areas. Livin has 
used the £27m saved to fund a project to 
add 350 new homes, including refurbish-
ing properties and building 190 units.

Reactive 
repairs

Article written in partnership with:

“Within 30 
minutes of a 
repair, the tenant 
is called to see if 
they are happy 
with the work.”
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 One-team approach  
United Welsh
 
Homes served: 5,000
Reduction in cost of repairs 
per property: 8.1% 
Reduction in cost of voids: 14.5%

 
When Caerphilly-based housing associa-
tion United Welsh introduced a new asset 
management model, it needed a contrac-
tor sufficiently innovative and flexible to 
deliver on its vision. The model involved 
creating a subsidiary company called 
Celtic Horizons to service United Welsh’s 
5,000 homes, which are spread across 11 
local authorities in south Wales. United 
Welsh appointed Mears to work with the 
subsidiary in March 2013 and to provide a 

full asset management service. Celtic 
Horizons has already delivered impres-
sive savings, including recovering its pro-
curement and set-up costs within its first 
year of operation. 

Luke Mitchell, head of property at 
United Welsh, says: ‘Within 30 minutes of 
a responsive repair being carried out, a 
phone call is made to the tenant to check 
they’re happy with the work done.’

 United Welsh developed the model to 
allow it to keep the majority of operatives 
delivering the service within the group 
while benefiting from a large national 
contractor’s specialist expertise and buy-
ing power. According to Mathew Baxter, 
managing director of Echelon, the con-
sultant that advised United Welsh, the 
most eye-catching benefit of the model is 
a ‘one-team approach’. 

‘You don’t have the situation where the 
client looks at a job, makes an assess-
ment and sends in a contractor to make 
their own assessment, duplicating work 
and potentially creating an adversarial 
atmosphere. The Celtic Horizons model 
is faster, costs less and aligns the goals of 
United Welsh and Mears.’

This speedier way of working has 
come into its own for void properties, 
adds Mr Baxter. ‘Instead of lots of differ-
ent people going to the property and 
specifying various things, Celtic Horizons 
carries out the whole process so there is 
no duplication of resources.’ The average 
time spent working on a United Welsh 
void is now typically just one week, 
which Mr Baxter describes as ‘best in 
class’. As the association has been able to 
re-let properties more quickly, this has 
led to increased rental revenues too. 

Mears is rewarded for efficiency 
because it is paid per property. This 
means it is incentivised to work with 
Celtic Horizons to make fewer visits to an 
individual property, with each visit as 
effective as possible – travelling time is a 
significant expense and directly affects 
revenues. Mr Baxter says that Mears has 
driven efficiency by analysing data to 
identify properties that have required a 
high number of visits and are most geo-
graphically dispersed: ‘These were the 
most expensive to maintain, so Celtic 
Horizons sent multi-skilled operatives to 
address all issues in one hit.’

There has also been an improvement 
in customer satisfaction, Mr Baxter says. 
Customers report repairs directly to 
Celtic Horizons, which carries out the 
work. Tenants are not referred to third-
party contractors. When an operative 
carries out a repair, they will ask whether 
they can do anything else: ‘If another 
appointment is needed, the operative 
can book it immediately with hand-held 
technology linked to Mears’ contract 
management system. The customer 
won’t have to ring up again.’ 

Proof of how satisfied United Welsh is 
with the partnership is clear from the 
subsidiary’s expanding remit. Originally 
appointed for responsive repairs, voids 
and gas and estate services, the partners 
were asked to carry out all planned main-
tenance works a year earlier than antici-
pated and are now delivering the major-
ity of asset management functions. 

On top of this, among Celtic Horizons’ 
148-strong workforce, there are eight 
apprentices and eight employees who 
are also residents of United Welsh – 
bringing a desire to not only ‘maintain 
assets’, but also look after homes. ■

Multi-skilled: a Mears 
operative will tackle 
multiple repairs on  
each visit
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“We need to 
radically rethink 
some of our long-
held norms.”

26 | Housing: the next chapter | June 2015

Ian Lockwood, 
new business consultant, 
Aareon

A new world

We live in an ever more digital 
world. Where once we used to go to 
the bank, wander to the shops or 
phone insurance companies for a 
renewal quote, we are becoming 
more likely to do our banking, 
shopping or price-comparing online 
via a PC, tablet or smartphone.

Of course we need to remain 
aware of digital exclusion and  
guard against it, but we must  
also acknowledge that people 
increasingly prefer to access 
services in this way. Though social 
housing providers have so far 
lagged behind other sectors in 
digitising their services, a growing 
number have begun offering 
services as ‘digital by default’. These 
landlords are seeing cost savings, 
improved standards and greater 
customer satisfaction as a result.

Where tenants cannot access 
services online or easily get to the 
housing office, housing staff can 
now visit without having to spend a 
morning preparing and printing off 
notes from multiple internal 
systems – they can access all of the 
information they need with just a 
few taps on a tablet.

Digitisation in housing is not only 
about offering traditional services 
via new platforms, or ‘channel-
shifting’. While this may form part 
of a digital strategy, there are more 
fundamental changes to the way 
assets and tenancies are managed 
that hold the potential to transform 
service delivery. 

For example, the so-called 
‘Internet of Things’ is a network of 
smart devices that can monitor and 
report on the state of property 
components. Boilers can 
communicate when they are 
running less efficiently, issue a 
warning in advance of a breakdown, 
and even automatically log a repair 
or inspection request in your 
housing management system. 
Imagine a maintenance and 
replacement programme driven  
by actual performance information 
in real time – why base the 
replacement of items such as 
boilers on an arbitrary age criteria, 

when more relevant information, 
such as efficiency or hours of 
service, could be used instead?

The Internet of Things can also 
be used to ensure tenant welfare,  
as our ageing population creates 
additional support requirements. 
The EU-funded I-stay@home 
project has identified technologies 
that can help people live in their 
own homes for longer, such as 
smart door entry systems, 
fall-detection sensors, health 
monitors, smart heating based on 
room usage, home automation 
devices and a social media platform 
designed specifically for older 
people to overcome isolation.

The danger of the rapid 
emergence and adoption of these 
technologies in social housing is 
that in the rush to ‘embrace digital’, 
we end up with multiple systems 
and data sources that do not talk to 
each other. Developed to address 
this, the Aareon Smart World Vision 
provides a cohesive digital 
ecosystem for the housing sector by 
combining a social housing-specific 
resource planning system, 
customer relationship management 
system, document management 
and portals for tenants and 
contractors, with full mobile access 
via PC, tablet or smartphone. Easy 
integration with Internet of Things 
devices, coupled with algorithms to 
interpret and automate workflows 
and actions based on the received 
data, completes the picture to 
provide a truly integrated, digitised 
solution for social housing. 

Technology is changing the way 
people live their lives, with gadgets 
and online services, once the 
preserve of teenagers, now a part of 
everyday life. Digital service take-up 
is growing rapidly and the pace of 
change is accelerating. Landlords 
should embrace this to deliver 
better services at a lower cost.

“Technology is 
changing the way 
people live their lives.”

Article written by:

Nick Atkin 
from Halton 
Housing  

Trust asks how can 
social landlords  
adapt and survive?

T
he world around us, both 
within and outside our hous-
ing bubble, is changing rap-
idly. Futurologists predict 
this rate of change will 

become ever faster. 
What is apparent is that housing needs 

to adapt and respond much more quickly 
than it has previously been able or willing 
to. What we have in place today will not 
take us to where we need to go. 

It pains me to say it, but digital isn’t the 
panacea to all the challenges we face – 
yes really. But it does offer a whole series 
of options to enable change to happen 
successfully.

The biggest barrier we face is our lack 
of lateral thinking and failure to embrace 
these possibilities in the way the world 
outside housing is already doing.

Over the past couple of years, the cost 
of technology has plummeted. You can 
now purchase a half-decent tablet for just 
£30; likewise a smartphone. Tech is now 
reaching cost levels that makes it increas-
ingly disposable and less of a capital 
investment or asset. 

Then there is the growing level of 
internet connectivity among our custom-
ers, which is perhaps far higher than we 
might have assumed. Just as the world 
has changed, so has the way people are 
living in our homes. The problem is that 
we continually ask the wrong questions 
about access to the internet.

At Halton Housing Trust, we have 
undertaken detailed research with a sig-
nificant proportion of our customers. 
This has shown that 68% of our custom-
ers have internet access at home, and a 
further 16% are able to access it as 
needed. So more than four out of every 
five customers do have access to the 
internet. Interestingly, our research also 
revealed that this is predominantly 
through mobile devices. 

Housing providers need to take on the 
learning from other sectors if we are to 
adapt and survive in what promises to be 
a different landscape, after welfare 
reform. This is not about cutting costs or 
reducing the number of people we 

employ. It is about preparing for the chal-
lenges we can see are heading our way.

Universal credit will fundamentally 
change the relationship between housing 
customers and their landlords. Custom-
ers will rightly look at the rent they are 
paying and ask questions – far tougher 
than any regulatory process – about how 
we are delivering value for money.

A change is going to come
Halton Housing Trust’s #DigitalFirst 
approach aims to ensure that the intro-
duction of universal credit has a net-nil 
impact upon our business. It also pro-
vides an opportunity to reallocate our 
resources to provide additional support 
to those who really need it.

From a value-for-money perspective, 
what sense is there in employing more 
people to collect what will be, at best, the 
same level of rental income? Now, more 
than ever before, we need to radically 
rethink some of our long-held norms.

Our Open Digital solution provides 
customers with internet-enabled tablets. 

This supports our aim that 90% of our 
customers will choose to access services 
online by 2018. It enhances our service 
offer, as well as enabling them to share in 
the benefits of internet access that the 
rest of us already enjoy. For the same cost 
as just one person answering the phone, 
we can now provide 300 customers with 
internet-enabled devices and all of the 
associated benefits that this brings. 

Despite what some may claim, our 
approach is not about moving away from 
our customers. Our priority has always 
been to target our resources more effec-
tively and to focus on providing those 
customers who need additional services 
with the right level of support. 

Our service offer is also enhanced for 
everyone else, as we move to providing 
services 24 hours a day, seven days a 
week, 365 days a year, especially for 
those who we are supporting to access 
the internet.

Then there is the untapped potential of 
making better use of the transactional 
data we have at our fingertips. This is 

commonly referred to as ‘big data’, but 
forget the name tag. 

What this now enables us to do is shift 
from delivering reactive and costly  
services when things go wrong to offering 
preventative and cost-effective services 
that also minimise any inconvenience for 
our customers.

The way we deliver services also needs 
to change. Many retailers who operate 
delivery services now send customers a 
text message when the driver is 10 min-
utes away, generated by tracking soft-
ware. This has reduced the number of 
unsuccessful deliveries and improved 
customer satisfaction levels. They also 
use this software to trigger text surveys 
when the parcel is marked as received. 

Future proofing
Why aren’t housing providers making 
use of similar systems, when customers 
who live in our homes are increasingly 
coming to expect them as the norm from 
other services? Instead of spending 
money on customer satisfaction surveys, 

why aren’t we making use of our exten-
sive customer data and using text sur-
veys, automatically triggered when our 
maintenance teams complete a repair? At 
Halton, we have started to dip a toe into 
this very different way of working and 
thinking. We have a long way to go. 

Over the next few years, we will look to 
make better use of our homes for the 
benefit of our customers through experi-
mentation with new approaches and 
technology. This has opened us up to crit-
icism, but the changing world means we 
need to be driven by what works, and 
what the data says people want. 

This is not about housing abandoning 
its mission, values or vision. It is about 
looking at how what we do can be 
adapted for a new environment – one 
where, for the first time, we have the 
technology and the data to tell us quickly 
whether (or not) we’re getting it right. 

The biggest question is whether we will 
be able to adapt quickly enough.
Nick Atkin is the chief executive of Halton 
Housing Trust. For more, see overleaf

DIGITISATION
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Halton’s app allows 
customers to log repairs 
and check their rent 
balance online

Customers can contact 
Broadacres however  
they choose – including 
via Twitter and Facebook

“Broadacres has a 
busy social media 
profile, posting 
regular updates 
on services.”
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As more tenants use smartphones and social 
media, how are two social landlords responding?

 Digital first
Halton Housing Trust 

Number of homes: 6,600
Number of customers 
registered to use app: 705
Number of hits on web portal and app 
since December: over 11,000 

Halton Housing Trust’s digital journey 
began in 2010 with the decision to 
upgrade its housing management sys-
tem. ‘The system we had was functional, 
but it couldn’t support our vision for 
where we wanted to be in future,’ 
explains Carole Galsworthy, director of 
ICT and business improvement at the 
Cheshire-based social landlord, which 
was formed through a stock transfer from 
Halton Borough Council in 2005. 

That vision was to move service deliv-
ery online, so that routine administrative 
tasks could be automated and resources 
freed up to support more vulnerable cus-
tomers and to concentrate on risk areas 
of the business. Mobile working would 
enable staff to work flexibly and spend 
more time with customers, while tenants 
themselves would be able to access ser-
vices 24/7, just as they were already 
doing in many other areas of their lives. 
‘We want to make the best use of time 
and technology, and give our staff the 
right information at the right time,’ says 
Ms Galsworthy. 

Visionary systems
To make that vision a reality, the trust 
needed a platform that could integrate 
information from many sources in real-
time – to have ‘one version of the truth’, 
as Ms Galsworthy puts it. In July 2012, it 
installed the QL system from Aareon, 
which also supplied the mobile working 
platform from sister company 1st Touch, 
allowing Halton’s staff to access the sys-
tem through tablet and mobile devices 
when they are out and about. 

‘The advantage is that it’s a fully inte-
grated system, so when a colleague  is 
with a customer, they’ve got all the infor-
mation they need in real-time,’ she 
explains. ‘Anything you do immediately 

Getting 
online
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updates the central system, so everyone 
knows what’s happening. It means col-
leagues can be out in the field more, 
rather than having to do admin tasks 
back in the office.’ Ms Galsworthy esti-
mates that the system has saved her col-
leagues 20 to 30 minutes per visit. 

The other strand is the #DigitalFirst 
programme to offer the same flexibility 
to customers themselves – the aim is for 
90% to access services online by 2018. 
Working with its customers, the trust has 
developed a web portal and mobile app 
that enables them to carry out a range of 
tasks, such as logging repairs or anti-
social behaviour, requesting a visit or 
checking their rent balance. 

‘We’re looking to digitally enable our 
services so customers can access them 
whenever and wherever they want to, 
and do pretty much anything they could 
do with a telephone call. The world is a 
very different place – we’re all used to 
doing things online, but our services 
haven’t kept up.’ 

The demand was clearly there: the app 
was launched in December, and by the 
end of April, there were 705 customers 
registered to use it, generating 11,000 hits 
and over 700 contacts.

Access all areas
Since last August, the trust has been sur-
veying its customers to find out how 
ready they were to access services in this 
way, receiving responses from more than 
half of households. It found that over 
two-thirds of tenants had internet access 
at home and a further 16% had access 
elsewhere. Over 60% were already com-
fortable using the internet. 

For the 10-15% of households who did 
not have any access at all, the trust is 
working in partnership with mobile 
phone provider O2 to provide devices 
with low-cost data access through its Open 
Digital offer. Since February, it has distrib-
uted 60, around 10% of the expected total.

The bigger picture is that this is a cru-
cial part of the trust’s preparations for 
the roll-out of universal credit by 2018. ‘If 
we did nothing at all, we would have to 
employ at least 15 more people just to 
stand still,’ says Ms Galsworthy. ‘To  

 Changing behaviour
Broadacres Housing Association

Number of homes: 5,700
Number of hits on Aareon iHousing 
portal each month: 4,500
Number of followers on Twitter: 360

Broadacres Housing Association has seen 
a steady increase in the number of cus-
tomers making contact through its online 
iHousing portal, but this is just the begin-
ning for Mark Birch, head of ICT. He 
joined Broadacres in March and is updat-
ing its IT strategy to ensure that tenants 
can continue to contact the organisation 
whenever and however they choose – 
including through social media. 

‘I don’t think we should see ourselves 
differently to any other organisation that 
our customers deal with,’ he explains. 
‘We’ve noticed that customers are 
increasingly using multiple systems and 
channels, not just the website, so we’re 
looking at how the organisation can cope 
with that.’ 

Broadacres is based in Northallerton 
and manages approximately 5,700 
homes across North Yorkshire, many in 
isolated rural areas. iHousing is directly 
linked to its Aareon QL housing manage-
ment system, and allows tenants to 
access a range of services without having 
to leave the house or pick up the phone. 

So far, 2,163 of its 7,000 customers have 
registered, and Mr Birch says that Google 
Analytics show that the use of smart-
phones and tablets is growing rapidly. 

To respond to customers’ changing 
behaviour, the association has a burgeon-
ing social media profile, regularly posting 
updates on services, community news 
and available properties. By the end of 
April, it had clocked up hundreds of fol-
lowers on Twitter and likes for its Face-
book page, and Mr Birch says it now logs 
more than 3,000 page views a month on 
Facebook and slightly less on Twitter. 

Social media
His next goal is to improve the way social 
media contacts are handled, so that a 
message through Facebook or Twitter 
receives the same priority as a phone 
call. To this end, the association has refo-
cused its contact centre teams, and Mr 
Birch intends to upgrade its call centre 
software so that contacts from multiple 
channels are managed as a single stream.

This would be linked into the QL sys-
tem, using its workflow function to gen-
erate follow-on actions. ‘That will make 
communications consistent and much 
more powerful,’ he says. ‘If you set up a 
Facebook page or a Twitter account with-
out thinking about what happens after-
wards, you’re on to a losing streak. With 
digital media, people expect a response 
much more quickly, but we’re not there 

24/7, so we need to be very clear in set-
ting expectations for customers.’ 

Social media also offers a promotional 
benefit that other channels can’t. For 
example, if someone seeking to move to 
the area posts an enquiry, the contact 
centre can provide a link to its choice-
based lettings system, which is publicly 
displayed for everyone else to see. ‘It’s 
answering the customer’s query but also 
advertising it at the same time,’ says Mr 
Birch. ‘Complaints are a really good 
example – it’s an opportunity to turn it 
round and let all of your customers see 
you doing the right thing. But you do 
have to be geared up to do that.’

One of the biggest challenges with 
social media is working out what level of 
resources will be required. Some enquir-
ies will just be diverted from other chan-
nels, but as housing providers seek to 
make communication easier, they should 
perhaps not be surprised if customers 
take advantage. ‘I’d see that as a positive, 
but it’s important to track it or you could 
find yourself unprepared,’ warns Mr 
Birch. ‘Social media is a great opportu-
nity but, as with any change, it needs to 
be planned and considered to get the 
best for customers and employees.’ ■

collect what would be effectively less 
income, keep control of arrears and sup-
port vulnerable customers. No business 
in its right mind would contemplate 
doing that. Moving services online will 
free up resources in one part of the busi-
ness so they can be focused elsewhere.’ 

As director of business improvement 
as well as ICT, Ms Galsworthy has had a 
dedicated team working on the transfor-
mation, rather than attempting to bolt it 
on to anyone’s day job. 

‘This isn’t a quick fix or something you 
can do in 10 minutes. It needs to be 
planned,’ she says. ‘We needed to build 
the platform that would enable us to 
change, and getting that right in the early 
days has stood us in good stead.’

“The aim is 
for 90% of 
customers to 
access services 
online by 2018.”
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thing that customers certainly under-
stand, even if many organisations do not.

What can we learn from the commer-
cial sector? According to the UK Cus-
tomer Satisfaction Index, produced by 
the Institute of Customer Service, cus-
tomer satisfaction is falling across the 
whole of UK plc. There are several theo-
ries about why. My favourite is that there 
are a few companies that are pushing the 
envelope in terms of delivering for cus-
tomers – and the bad news is that a few of 
them are very influential indeed. 

The power of communities
The best example is Amazon. Most peo-
ple in the UK use Amazon and love it, 
with good reason. Words often used to 
describe their service are ‘fast’, ‘effi-
cient’, ‘reliable’, ‘easy’ and ‘trustworthy’. 
In fact, what they do better than anyone 
else is they do what they are supposed to 
– everything works, pretty much, every 
time. Being able to deliver the basics  e

brilliantly makes them exceptional. 
This is because doing the basics bril-

liantly engenders trust, and trust is the 
key currency of customer experience. 
This won’t surprise anyone who has run 
any sort of customer service function. 
Getting it right most of the time is hard 
enough, especially when there are so 
many opportunities to get it wrong. 

The good continue to get better, raising 
the bar for everyone else. The result is 
that customers’ expectations are increas-
ing, and even if an organisation’s service 
remains as good as it always has been, it 
will be perceived as getting worse. None 
of us can afford to stand still.

What’s more, customers have never 
been so powerful. Let’s be honest: the 
old adage ‘the customer is king’ was com-
plete nonsense. Organisations have held 
the whip hand over their customers 
almost since time began. But that is 
finally changing, driven in large part by 
technology in many different guises. 

The internet has had an enormous 
impact. From a functional perspective, 
websites offer customers not only easy 
access to their own data, but the ability to 
perform their own transactions, with 
increasing levels of complexity. Custom-
ers have control and an unprecedented 
degree of transparency. We can now 
track the progress of purchases as they 
wend their way to our homes, while price 
comparison websites have created an 
almost perfect market where consumers 
can be agile in order to get the best price. 
This is making price much less relevant 
and forcing companies to think of other 
ways to differentiate themselves.

Possibly the most significant change 
has been the advent of social media and 
the power of communities. We used to 
quote studies that said a satisfied cus-
tomer told two or three people, but a dis-
satisfied one might tell up to 10. Now, if 
an organisation treats a customer badly, 
they can tell hundreds or thousands of 

people on Twitter and Facebook – and 
conduct the altercation in full view of the 
watching public. Customer reviews have 
become ubiquitous, with TripAdvisor 
revolutionising hospitality forever. 

All of this has been supercharged by 
the impact of mobile technology. The 
ability to do anything from anywhere 
means that there isn’t a moment’s peace 
for organisations that aren’t doing the 
right thing for customers. And it’s not just 
words we have to fear – pictures and 
video also make compelling evidence. 

Last but by no means least is the 
impact of app-driven businesses, which 
change the nature of the customer inter-
action. My favourite example is Uber, the 
taxi app. The great thing is that you rate 
the Uber driver, but they also rate you as 
a passenger so that other drivers can 
decide whether they want to pick you up. 
What a cool change in the dynamic – both 
parties being nice to each other! The bar 
has been raised even further.

I’m often asked to speak about the ‘cus-
tomer of the future’. In some ways, it’s 
almost impossible to accurately predict 
what things will be like in just five years. 
But in others, it’s easy: there will be more 
of what we have now. Customer expecta-
tions will continue to rise, especially as 
the real digital natives enter the market – 
customers who have been using iPhones, 
iPads, Amazon, BBC iPlayer, Facetime 
and Xboxes their whole lives. Be warned 
– they will take no prisoners in the cus-
tomer experience world.

Know your customer
What does this mean for social housing, 
and why should housing associations 
try to improve? The answer is obvious. 
Social housing customers are no different 
to anyone else – they shop at Amazon, 
watch iPlayer and use apps. Their expec-
tations are as high as everybody else’s. 

There are also benefits to focusing on 
your customers. Being able to identify 
those who need more support can pay 
dividends, both in terms of their experi-
ence and in providers’ ability to target 
their resources. There is hardly a housing 
association I know of that doesn’t list 
‘building stronger communities’ as an 
objective. In order to do that, you must 
have the trust of those communities and 
that only comes from knowing your cus-
tomers. If you want to make an impact in 
an ever-demanding world, then focus on 
doing the basics brilliantly, meeting 
expectations and considering their emo-
tional needs. The rest will follow. 
Oke Eleazu is managing director of Think 
Outside In

“Even if an 
organisation’s 
service remains as 
good as it always 
has been, it will 
be perceived as 
getting worse.”

Ross Fraser,  
chief executive,  
HouseMark

Data innovation

Never has it been so important for 
social housing providers to know 
their business and their customers. 
Economic, political, regulatory and 
technological shifts are all driving 
change in our sector, as the 
challenge of meeting housing needs 
is getting tougher and resources are 
becoming scarcer.

In response, many of our 
members have been challenged  
on how they move their business 
forward. As housing providers seek 
to diversify their markets, products 
and services, and refocus their 
resources, we believe that they 
need to embrace new technologies, 
data analytics and business models.

Each of the articles in this 
chapter demonstrates the value 
that housing providers can gain 
from business intelligence in terms 
of understanding the operating 
environment and the aspirations  
of tenants and customers.

Providers have traditionally 
sought intelligence through 
comparative data (such as accounts 
or benchmarking) and customer 
satisfaction surveys. These 
methods are as valid today as ever, 
and remain core techniques in the 
commercial sector. Nonetheless, 
the housing sector is increasingly 
seeking to combine that data with 
both open and ‘big’ data to create 
deeper insight and predictive 
analysis. Providers are looking for 
more real-time information, 
particularly in customer 
engagement, and greater market 
analysis and granular asset 
management data.

Each of these techniques has its 
suppliers and advocates. I believe 
that this is a very good thing as it 
creates competition and 
innovation. For providers of 
business intelligence, such as 
HouseMark, the future is about 
partnerships with innovators in  
the commercial sector, social 
enterprises and, of course, our 
hundreds of member organisations. 

The big question, however, is 
how the sector uses this data-

driven business intelligence. It’s fair 
to say that it hasn’t been brilliant at 
analysing information in the past, 
but this is changing fast. Most 
providers are scaling up their 
capacity and beginning to use data 
and insight to drive business 
planning. 

The danger is that this valuable 
data is interpreted through a 
narrow prism – in the context of a 
single provider or, at best, its 
customers. But there is so much to 
learn from outside the sector, from 
both successes and failures, and 
this knowledge can often challenge 
current thinking and spur 
innovation. 

Knowledge-based business 
intelligence goes far beyond the 
existing concept of ‘good practice’. 
It’s about experiential learning – 
seeing what works and how that 
can be applied back in your own 
business.

As you can tell, I’m excited  
about innovation and business 
intelligence, and the possibilities 
they hold for the housing sector and 
its customers. At HouseMark, we’ve 
been working with providers for 16 
years to help them understand 
performance and cost. 

But just as the world and our 
members have evolved, so have we. 
We are changing to deliver more 
business intelligence to you, 
investing heavily in our people, 
technology, development 
partnerships and new products  
and services. 

Among a range of new initiatives, 
we are launching services focusing 
on advanced data analytics, 
experiential learning and sensor-
based technology. 

We are seeking to innovate in 
everything we do, and we invite  
you to do the same. 

W
hy should the social 
housing sector bother 
with its customers? In 
fact, do we even have 
‘customers’ – aren’t 

they ‘residents’, or even ‘tenants’? What-
ever we choose to call them, why should 
any organisation spend time, let alone 
money, trying to understand them or 
improve their experience when they 
have no choice? After all, they don’t pay 
for services and they don’t really appreci-
ate what we do for them – they should be 
happy with what they get.

This may sound totally wrong, but it’s 
an argument I’ve heard on more than 
one occasion in my experience running 
customer experience consultancy Think 
Outside In. Housing associations can’t 
have customers, as being a customer 
implies some element of choice. While 
this thought process may be logical, it 
seems ridiculous to me. A customer is 
someone who uses and relies on an 
organisation’s services. For years, the 
only way I could watch live Premier 
League football was to subscribe to Sky.  
I had no choice, so did that mean I wasn’t 
a customer? Of course not. 

The elephant in the room is that both-
ering to get to know your customers and 
providing them with outstanding cus-
tomer experience may cost more money 
– and it seems really hard to do. House-
Mark recently published the latest satis-
faction results for the sector. The good 
news was that, overall, satisfaction has 
not fallen. But neither has it increased. 
What struck me as particularly telling 
was that, while 84% of general needs ten-
ants said they were happy with the qual-
ity of their home, the number who felt 
that their landlord listened and acted 
upon their views was significantly lower 
at 68%. There is a world of difference 
between functional satisfaction with 
things that should work and the emo-
tional impact when an organisation 
shows that it actually cares. This is some-

“Economic, political 
and technological 
shifts are driving 
change in our sector.”
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to ignore customer 
service, says Oke 
Eleazu of Think  
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believes that one can feed into the other. 
He plans to use rigorous benchmarking 
and cost control to win over its custom-
ers and to produce savings that can be 
reinvested into building new homes. 

‘We’ve set ourselves a series of objec-
tives, such as being in the top 25% of pro-
viders for efficiency and customer service. 
People say if you chase customer satisfac-
tion, it’s going to cost a lot of money so 
you compromise on standards. But many 
of the organisations we feel good about – 
companies such as Specsavers and Ama-
zon – are highly efficient. We want to drive 
satisfaction because we’re efficient, rather 
than throwing a lot of money at it.’ 

Eliminating waste
Working out where the organisation cur-
rently stands is the easy part. Benchmark-
ing data from HouseMark shows that it 
is in the third quartile for efficiency and 
the median for customer satisfaction. 
To improve, Mr Toplis is looking further 
afield. He is taking part in HouseMark’s 
business connect programme, which 
involves visits to businesses outside the 
sector – a meeting with youth marketing 
agency Livity was the one of the most val-
uable he’s had, and he’s looking forward 
to the next, with Abu Dhabi airline Etihad. 

To help GreenSquare achieve all its 
objectives, Mr Toplis has gone further – to 
the ‘lean thinking’ methodology devel-
oped by car manufacturer Toyota, which 
seeks to eliminate waste at every stage. 
‘You can apply it to everything you do, 
from how you cook to running an organi-
sation. Whether we’re publishing our gov-
ernance papers or building a house, we’re 
trying to cut waste. If you’re building a 
house, you make the property clear for 
the plasterer so they can get the job done.’ 
In the past year, GreenSquare has saved 
5% against its budget, shared with staff via 
a small bonus. Its target is to cut manage-
ment costs by 10% in the next three years. 

The key for Mr Toplis is that everything 
the organisation does should add value 
to the customer – if it doesn’t, it’s waste. 
‘There are 17 different things that contrib-
ute to customer satisfaction, but it’s 
about communication – whether you 
answer the phones, or deal with prob-
lems quickly. With repairs, the only thing 
the customer is interested in is the repair, 
not that it takes you 10 days to do it. The 
answer is to get that basic service right, 
but the benefit is that it creates a profit.’ 

Those profits can be spent to add value 
to the communities where GreenSquare 
works and to build new homes: ‘That’s 
how we can start to reinvest in the ser-
vices and communities where we want to 
make a difference. We’re not relying 
on grants. We’re carving our way 
in this new environment.’ ■

 Efficient service
GreenSquare Group

Number of homes: 11,500
Three-year objective: Top-quartile 
performance for efficiency and  
customer service
Three-year savings target: 10% of 
management costs (excluding inflation)

Can an organisation be caring and com-
passionate, with great customer service, 
and be efficient at the same time? 

That’s the challenge that Swindon-
based GreenSquare Group has set itself 
over the next three years, but Howard 
Toplis (above), group chief executive, 

Added 
value

 Mutual rewards 
Alliance Homes

Number of tenants: 6,100
Number of tenants receiving rewards 
points each month: 4,300
Cash back for tenants since September 
2013: £280,000

Alliance Homes set up its rewards 
scheme with a simple aim: to give some-
thing back to its tenants. But Steve  
Zebedee, assistant director of housing, 
says that the association has discovered a 
range of benefits, from reducing rent 
arrears and missed gas safety appoint-
ments to improving contact with tenants, 
tackling digital exclusion and improving 
access to financial services. 

‘Where we are now isn’t where we 
thought we’d be when we started 18 
months ago,’ he says. ‘We hadn’t realised 
the range of things that the reward 
scheme could be used for – it’s giving us 
all sorts of routes that we didn’t think we 
could go down.’

Alliance initially started thinking about 
a rewards scheme in early 2013 in 
response to pressure from tenants. ‘The 
board knew that rents were going up, but 
tenants’ wages weren’t,’ explains Mr 
Zebedee. ‘We wanted to reward the 80%  
of tenants who pay their rent, don’t  
cause problems and engage in their local 
communities but don’t seem to get any-
thing back from us.’

Crucially, Alliance’s scheme offers ten-
ants cash rewards, unlike many run by 
housing associations. Since September 
2013, tenants receive 1,000 points each 
month, worth £5, as long as they’ve paid 
their rent on time, not taken part in any 

anti-social behaviour and given the asso-
ciation access for gas safety inspections. 
Alliance sends the point totals to Nether-
lands-based company Community 
Rewards Services, which sends tenants a 
statement every six months and invites 
them to get in touch to claim their 
rewards in the form of vouchers for a 
range of retailers. 

Making a difference
At the start of the scheme, 4,000 out of 
6,100 tenants were receiving monthly 
points. The first payout was just before 
Christmas 2013, when 1,500 cashed in 
points worth £55,600. 

‘Although you could cash them in for 
vouchers to spend at companies like 
Amazon or Pizza Hut, 88% chose super-
market vouchers,’ says Mr Zebedee. ‘We 
were surprised to find that so many peo-
ple were using them to pay for food. We 
received some heartrending stories, from 
people who’d bought presents for their 
grandchildren for the first time or been 
able to have a decent Christmas meal. 
That £30 made a real difference.’  
The other surprise was that just under a 
quarter had cashed in their points online, 
rising to nearly one-third by Christmas 
2014, challenging preconceptions that 
social housing tenants are unlikely to 
have access to the internet. 

By Christmas 2014, Alliance had 
awarded £460,000 worth of points and 
given back £280,000 in cash. The num-
ber of tenants receiving points each 
month has now risen to 4,300. Alliance’s 
rent arrears fell by £18,000 during 2014, 
even with an additional £100,000 caused 
by the bedroom tax, and though Mr 
Zebedee is reluctant to attribute this 
entirely to the rewards scheme, he is  

sure it has had some impact. 
An unexpected benefit has been 

increased contact with tenants, a bulge in 
communication that Alliance’s call centre 
teams are very happy to accommodate. 
‘Every six months, 1,000 of our tenants 
ring us up really happy – that doesn’t 
happen very often. That gives us an 
opportunity to talk to people who we 
would never normally speak to.’ 

Tablets for tenants
Alliance took the opportunity to carry 
out a brief survey, asking tenants 
whether they’d be interested in cashing 
in their points for a tablet computer with 
internet access. Half said yes, which led 
to the ‘Tablets for Tenants’ pilot project, 
through which they are provided with 
a tablet and free training. Mr Zebedee 
is considering whether the association 
could partner with internet providers 
or energy companies to give tenants the 
chance to cash in their points for low-cost 
broadband or reduced energy tariffs. 

The pilot scheme finishes in Septem-
ber 2016, and Mr Zebedee is already 
thinking about its replacement and look-
ing at alternatives to vouchers, which he 
admits are ‘a bit 1980s’. One option is to 

“It’s about 
communication 
– whether you 
answer the 
phones or deal 
with problems 
quickly.”

“We were 
surprised to find 
that so many 
people were 
using points to 
pay for food.”

Alliance’s tenants can 
spend their vouchers with 
numerous retailers
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give each tenant a prepaid Visa card onto 
which their cashback would be loaded 
every six months, which would give Alli-
ance the opportunity to build on its rela-
tionship with a local credit union to run 
the card scheme. 

‘We already do a lot of work with them 
to mitigate the impact of welfare reform 
and help people to save and to borrow at 
low interest rates. Scale is really impor-
tant for the credit union. At a stroke, we 
could add 4,000 accounts and use the 
rewards scheme to cross-sell their ser-
vices.’ Mr Zebedee has also been talking 
to other associations about the scheme, 
and possibly setting up a joint venture 
company to administer it. 

The bigger picture is the insight that 
the rewards scheme data will give the 
association into its tenants and how it 
could add even more value. Mr Zebedee 
says that it plans to crunch the numbers 
to discover more about the tenants who 
are and aren’t cashing in their points, as 
well as taking part in the tenant insight 
discovery project with HouseMark. 

‘We’ve got lots of data that we don’t 
use effectively enough, and there’s a lot 
of data out there that we need to get a lot 
smarter about using.’
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