
Minutes of Sounding Board meeting on modernising social housing regulation held on Thursday, 20 November 2008 in Thistle House, Edinburgh
Present
Steve Byrne, Regional Network of Registered Tenants Organisations
Nick Fletcher, Chartered Institute of Housing (CIH)
Kennedy Foster, Council of Mortgage Lenders (CML)
Martin Hayward, Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC)
Ritchie Johnson, Association of Local Authority Chief Housing Officers (ALACHO)
Caroline Johnston, COSLA
Danny Mullen, Regional Network of Registered Tenants Organisations
Rena Smith,
Regional Network of Registered Tenants Organisations 

Alan Stokes, Scottish Federation of Housing Associations (SFHA)

Tony Teasdale, SFHA (Rural Stirling Housing Association) 

Jennifer Wallace, Consumer Focus Scotland (formerly The Scottish Consumer Council)
Maureen Watson, Scottish Federation of Housing Associations (SFHA)
Scottish Government (Housing and Regeneration):
William Fleming, Scottish Government (chair) 

Linda Leslie, Scottish Government

Tessa Brown, Scottish Government (minutes) 
1
Introduction

Apologies were received from Hugh McClung. William welcomed Danny Mullen who was attending instead of Hugh. 
2
Minutes of the meeting on 30 September 2008

The minutes were agreed and there were no matters arising.

3
Customer satisfaction and experience research

Jennifer Wallace gave a presentation outlining the background to, and findings from, the project on ‘Improving how we measure customer satisfaction and experience’.  Consumer Focus Scotland and the Improvement Service had published a joint report on the research in October, copies of which could be found at www.consumerfocus.org.uk.

Jennifer said that understanding customers’ experience of and satisfaction with public services was an important part of assessing the value that consumers of those services placed on them.  The project was aimed at developing that understanding by helping local authorities to improve the collection of information about customer satisfaction and experience. Among the research findings was evidence of local authorities measuring customer satisfaction without seeking to understand customers’ experience of the services they received, and a tendency not to use data gathered in customer satisfaction exercises to develop improvements in quality of service. The next step in the project would be to develop common question banks, a ‘data standard’ and toolkits that local authorities could share in assessing the satisfaction and experience of their customers. This would help to address the current difficulties in comparing the satisfaction levels being secured by different authorities. For housing services, this would mean access to a flexible range of resources that they could use as they thought appropriate to their circumstances. For example, some landlords may use the data standard while others may want to use questions from the question bank in their own surveys. While initially targeted at councils, it was expected that the project would develop in future to include other organisations, including housing associations. Participation in it would be voluntary.  The project would also work with scrutiny bodies, including the housing regulator, to make sure the tools being developed would meet their needs.

William commented that the project was of great relevance to work to modernise the regulation of social housing, with its focus on defining the purpose, objectives and value of social housing.  

In the discussion that followed Jennifer’s presentation a number of links between this project and other work were noted:

· work by the EHRC at UK level to compare and measure the life 
experiences of different groups of people;

· good practice guidance on customer service, including advice on 
collection of standardised information, which Maureen said SFHA 
planned to develop next year; and
· recent work by CIH and the Scottish Public Services Ombudsman on 
good practice in complaints handling.


Martin said he thought it was important to align the work the Improvement Service was doing with the EHRC project. Nick emphasised the need for robust complaints handling procedures which could generate valuable customer feedback to complement information from surveys. Danny agreed with this but noted that people are sometimes put off complaining because of the amount of time and energy taken up in following through a complaint.

More generally, while there was support for the project and what it aimed to do, members highlighted a number of issues in relation to the use of surveys. 


Tony noted that RSLs often commission consultants to carry out surveys that appeared to be expensive relative to the value of their results. It was important, therefore, to consider the resource implications of developing an approach that would require more survey activity. There would also be a significant challenge for the regulator in terms of how to capture standard information across the sector.


Steve commented that the use of consultants can be off-putting for some tenants, who may be less likely to respond to questions from someone who approaches them with a clip-board.


Danny commented that response rates to satisfaction surveys were often low. He also noted (as highlighted by Jennifer) that people’s responses were often influenced more by their level of expectations, which often reflected lengthy experience of relatively poor service, rather than a more objective and well informed assessment of the quality of service being tested. And the presentation of the results could be misleading – for example where ‘very’ and ‘fairly’ satisfied responses were presented together.  He thought that surveys were useful for planning purposes, if done properly, but it was important to use them in conjunction with other methods such as focus groups. 

Rena agreed that while surveys could be useful they had their limitations and focus groups and other face to face consultation could provide a different story and a better informed perspective on a service.

Ritchie noted that the approach outlined, with a focus on measuring experience, was likely to be more useful than the ‘traditional’ satisfaction survey. He said it would be useful to have a common approach to measuring experience in the context of the move to self-evaluation by local authorities.


Jennifer said she hoped the toolkit, shared questions and support being offered by the project would help to address some of the issues identified in the discussion. However reaching a position where authorities each had and published data collected and presented on a consistent basis would be a long-term process. 

4
Assessing value

Linda Leslie gave a short presentation explaining the Government’s approach to defining ‘value’ in social housing and how it proposed value should be assessed under a modernised regime of regulation. She asked members for their views on the discussion paper previously circulated and on three questions in particular:

1. What were the information needs of tenants; of board members and 
elected members; and of lenders?
2. What kind of analysis by the SHR would landlords find useful?

3. Were the proposed powers for the SHR the right ones?  And were 
others needed?

Tony questioned the wording of paragraph 3 of the discussion paper in relation to board members ‘holding to account those responsible for providing landlord services’.  Since the board members themselves were responsible legally for providing the services it was not possible for them to hold the organisation to account separately. Linda clarified the matter by explaining that the regulator, through the information it would be publishing, would help to empower board members (and also elected members in the case of local authorities) in their role of overseeing and holding to account the management of the organisation.
There was some discussion about the scope of the regulator’s role and whether it should cover activities like developing new housing, wider role and social enterprise as well as core housing management services. There was a view that the Government’s plans as presented in the paper placed too much emphasis on the important but not exclusive role of protecting the interests of tenants. It would be important, for example, not to lose sight of the legitimate interests of the lenders on whom RSLs depended, or of the wider communities in which social landlords operated and which benefitted from the landlords’ activities. 
William noted that the idea under discussion involved the modernised regulator having regard to the interests of future tenants as well as current tenants. This meant that the regulator would need to take a long-term view of a landlord’s ability to maintain services and meet the needs of future generations.  Consequently, the regulator would have to strike a fair balance between the reasonable expectations of current and future generations of tenants.  Linda commented that the regulator would need to look at organisations in the round in order to make sure that activities such as wider role and development for mid-market rent make good business sense. Its concern would be to identify and respond appropriately to any risks to sustainability. 
Caroline repeated CoSLA’s view that the local authority landlords should be covered by the best value audits undertaken by the Accounts Commission.  She asked whether the provisions on regulation in the draft Housing Bill would take account of that view.  William said that the Government wanted to develop a regulatory regime that would encourage landlords to deliver continually improving value for all tenants.  It had not come to view yet on how to treat different groups of landlords within that regime.  He offered to meet COSLA separately to discuss the matter.

Martin asked whether it was intended that the modernised regulator should have the power to comment publicly on Government housing policy.  William noted that independent regulators were expected to comment on matters within their remits, particularly in cases where those for whom they acted were affected.  He envisaged that a modernised housing regulator would have a similar ability to contribute towards debates on public policy as it affected social housing.   


Ritchie observed that the plan to have Ministers determine objectives for social landlords would give them a formal means of applying particular aspects of Government policy to social housing.  William agreed that this would be the case, noting that for the first time Ministers would have the means of codifying all aspects of social housing policy in a single statement.  He stressed that Ministers would be under a duty to consult landlords, tenants, lenders, the regulator and other stakeholders before setting any objectives.  Ministers would have the power to vary their objectives from time to time in light of changing circumstances or policy priorities.  Each time they exercised this power they would consult stakeholders on their proposed changes.
There was a discussion about the definition of value set out in the paper and whether this was sufficiently demanding. Members commented that there seemed to be a tension between the requirement to meet minimum standards of service and the need to strive for continuous improvement.  It would be important to have a debate about the right balance between these requirements and to make sure the right balance was achieved. William noted that an important part of the regulator’s role would be collecting, analysing and publishing the right kind of information on landlords’ performance to enable all stakeholders to identify areas for improvement and to press for improvements to be delivered.

The following specific information needs were identified.
Tenants: service-related information was seen as the main area of interest.  

Danny commented that how information was presented was important and it should not be provided in a piecemeal way. It needed to be the right kind of information with enough context to enable tenants to make an informed judgement. For example, West Lothian tenants had recently voted for an increase in rents on the basis of the information provided by the council about what the extra money would enable it to do in terms of both building new houses and meeting the SHQS for existing houses.

Lenders: Kennedy said that lenders received important information from a number of sources, including RSLs’ annual accounts.  While that would continue to be the case, CML was very supportive of both self-assessment and regulatory assessments of RSLs.  Areas of particular interest for lenders included RSLs’ financial modelling and governance arrangements.

Board members/elected members: contextual information about peer group organisations was identified as important for both groups. Ritchie suggested it may be worth making a connection to the benchmarking information collected by the Scottish Housing Best Value Network. Nick and Maureen also mentioned thematic studies which were a source of information about good practice, and also how Government policy priorities such as homelessness were being delivered across the sector.
5
Next steps 
William thanked everyone for their contributions, which would help officials to develop detailed proposals on regulation for inclusion in the draft Bill. He hoped to be able to discuss proposals at the third and final meeting of the Board, due to take place in January.  Before that meeting, he would be very happy to meet individual stakeholder representatives, either separately or in smaller groups outside the Board itself.  Anyone wishing to arrange such a meeting should get in touch with Linda or Tessa.  

6
Date of next meeting


It was agreed the next meeting should be towards the end of January. (Following the meeting the date was confirmed as Thursday, 29 January at 10 am in Thistle House).
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