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A BEING RESIDENT-LED: THE SHORT ANSWER  

A1 Tower Hamlets Homes (THH) Board commissioned Campbell Tickell to carry 
out a piece of research to inform its succession planning process, asking us to 
explore a series of questions as a way of considering potential future 
directions and priorities. In carrying out the research, we looked across the 
ALMO sector as well as at other organisations demonstrating best practice in 
resident involvement.  

 
A2 We present a brief summary of our findings here, while the body of the report 

explores the key themes in more detail.  
 
A3 Q1: Do you need a resident chair to be a resident-led organisation? If yes, 

what would THH look for from that chair? If not necessarily, how does this 
affect Board purpose, value and process? 

 
A3.1 Broadly speaking, no. It is quite possible to have a strong resident-led culture 

without a resident chair. Clear leadership and an organisational culture that 
puts residents at the heart of the organisation appear to be more effective 
than structures and processes alone. The Board’s role is to ensure that 
resident accountability and empowerment is a core organisational value and 
that a framework and organisational culture is in place to support this. The 
Board needs also to face ‘outwards’, so that its decisions are informed by the 
wider resident body and the impact and substance of those decisions is 
clearly communicated outwards. 

 
A4 Q2: What does it mean to be an organisation that is ‘for residents’? How 

successful has the sector been at this? 
 

A4.1 Being ‘for residents’ means having a culture and structures predicated on the 
engagement and empowerment of residents. 

 
A5 Q3: How do residents genuinely scrutinise our governance and make the 

Board accountable for our decisions?  
 
A5.1 This responsibility is best delegated to a scrutiny group or co-regulatory panel 

of residents who operate on a ‘twin track’ with the Board structure. Their 
connection with other resident involvement structures and influence must be 
clear, with scope for the wide body of residents to have an input. This co-
regulatory group might both inform Board decisions and assess their impact. 

 
A6 Q4: What would THH look like/would be different about the organisation if it 

was resident led/centred?  
 
A6.1 Two key aspects to being resident led/centred are: understanding residents’ 

needs and priorities (and within that we assume understanding who the 
residents are), and acting on this information in determining the vision, 
purpose and goals. 
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A7 Q5: What are the current models within the ALMO sector and beyond that 
seek or purport to ensure that the organisation is resident or community led?  

 
A7.1 There are a range of interpretations of what it means to be ‘resident-‘ or 

‘community led’ from literal interpretations of Board composition (though not 
necessarily carrying through into an organisational culture that is resident-led), 
to consumerist interpretations of being customer-focused, to notions of how 
human and political capital is strengthened through empowerment of the 
‘citizen’. 

 
A8 Q6: What evidence is there to support the establishment of capacity building 

programmes for residents in providing high quality future Board members?  
 
A8.1 We do not believe that there is any proven link between one and the other; 

there are many variables to producing high quality Board members. We would 
argue, however, that capacity building is of intrinsic value in contributing to 
strengthened leadership capacity in communities. 

 
A9 Q7: What would be the arguments for/against the payment of Board members 

within a resident or community-led organisation? 
 
A9.1 Arguments for and against payment of Board members tend to focus on the 

obstacles to paying residents in receipt of benefits; the ethos of the 
organisation and the culture of stakeholder relationships; and the strength of 
the belief that payment in any way affects performance. Payment of Board 
members is still a minority sport among ALMOs, though payment of Chairs 
(while still in the minority) appears to be an emerging trend. 

 
A10 Q8: Based on CT’s work with THH over the last three years and the insight 

they have acquired, what specific issues and implications arise for THH in 
considering these issues at this point in the organisation’s development?  

 
A10.1 We believe that THH needs first to be clear about its future purpose and 

direction, i.e. what kind of organisation it aspires to be, and that a Chair who 
has the competencies and the skills to champion that purpose should be 
recruited. We support competency-based appointments and therefore believe 
that the position should be open to external recruitment, and that any internal 
candidates should be encouraged to apply. 

 
 The challenge to the Board 
 
A11 From this research report, we believe that a number of issues emerge for the 

Board’s consideration and discussion, and these are set out overleaf. 
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KEY QUESTIONS FOR THE BOARD 

 

a) Is there a shared view (incorporating the local authority) of the 
organisation’s future purpose? 

b) Is the Board confident that it is articulating the organisation’s identity and 
purpose and how that translates into the relationship between THH and its 
residents (residents as citizens, residents as customers etc.)? 

c) How does governance reach outwards to residents so that the Board 
connects with its customers? 

d) How does the Board lead a culture that listens to residents? 

e) What are the existing mechanisms through which the composition, needs 
and priorities of residents are assessed and are these adequate? 

f) How can residents influence the organisation’s purpose and priorities and 
have their views taken into account without necessarily wishing to become 
‘involved’ residents? 

g) Is the Board clear about what ‘effective scrutiny’ by residents means in the 
THH context? 

h) What is the Board’s view on the scope and kind of capacity building that 
adds value? 

i) In order to deliver effective scrutiny and a strategic residents’ group, what 
should the relationship be between the Residents’ Panel and the Board, 
and between the Residents’ Panel and the remainder of the resident 
involvement structure? 

j) What safeguards and support can be engineered to ensure that the 
Residents’ Panel translates and interprets the wider resident voice? 

k) What is the Board’s view on the payment of Board members – on 
appointment of a new Chair, should this position be a paid one and what 
risks/opportunities arise? 

l) What will be the process for recruiting and selecting the next Chair? 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Tower Hamlets Homes (THH) was established as an Arms-Length 
Management Organisation (ALMO) in 2008 to manage 22,000 local authority 
homes in the London Borough of Tower Hamlets. With the organisation now 
entering its third year of operation and facing the watershed of an Audit 
Commission inspection next month, the Board has commissioned Campbell 
Tickell to carry out a piece of research to inform its succession planning 
process by mapping out potential future routes for the ALMO.  
 

1.2 The Board has asked us to explore a series of questions as a way of 
considering these potential future directions and priorities. The questions 
posed by the Board were:  

i. Do you need a resident chair to be a resident-led organisation?  
ii. What does it mean to be an organisation that is ‘for residents’? How 

successful has the sector been at this? 
iii. How do residents genuinely scrutinise our governance and make the 

Board accountable for our decisions?  
iv. What would THH look like/would be different about the organisation if it 

was resident led/centred?  
v. What are the current models within the ALMO sector and beyond that 

seek or purport to ensure that the organisation is resident or community 
led?  

vi. What evidence is there to support the establishment of capacity 
building programmes for residents in providing high quality future Board 
members?  

vii. What would be the arguments for/against the payment of Board 
members within a resident or community-led organisation and what are 
the models for offering this within the housing and third sector? 

viii. Based on CT’s work with THH over the last three years and the insight 
they have acquired, what specific issues and implications arise for THH 
in considering these issues at this point in the organisation’s 
development?  
 

1.3 These questions reflect the specific circumstances of THH at this point in its 
history. However, many organisations are grappling with similar agendas, in 
part prompted by the changing expectations of the external operating 
environment and the new regulatory framework.  

 

1.4 We have provided summary responses to the questions in the section 
‘Resident-led: the short answer’ and have used the body of the report to 
explore the key themes underlying the questions. Our responses should not 
been seen as definitive ‘answers’ but rather as an overview of current thinking 
and practice aimed at stimulating discussion and debate.  
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2 BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT  
 

2.1 The housing sector is facing a time of unprecedented change and uncertainty. 
Following the economic turmoil of the last two years and the election of the 
coalition government, the public sector is facing severe spending cuts in the 
upcoming Comprehensive Spending Review. New investment in social 
housing is being scaled back and this, along with the collapse in the 
development market over the last couple of years, means that a number of 
providers are shifting their focus away from growth and back to customers and 
communities. While the ‘Big Society’ idea – aimed at giving communities more 
power and creating a flourishing social enterprise sector – may provide new 
opportunities for the sector, few doubt the challenges that lie ahead.  

 

2.2 Public spending cuts are likely to impact social housing residents 
disproportionately, whether through reductions in housing benefit, cuts in 
Supporting People programmes or reduced capital investment. Housing 
associations and ALMO business plans are also likely to come under 
pressure, with changes to Housing Benefit and possibly the rent formula on 
the table.  

 

2.3 The future of regulation is in flux. The Audit Commission is about to be 
abolished and the Tenant Services Authority looks likely to follow with, at the 
time of writing, no concrete proposals as to how its key functions will be 
undertaken in the future. While the principles of co-regulation, with its 
increased emphasis on resident empowerment and local accountability, seem 
to chime with government thinking, the sector is still coming to terms with what 
this new, less prescriptive approach looks like in practice.  

 

2.4 This means that it is now an apposite time for the THH Board to look at how it 
may wish to position itself and how its relationship with its residents could 
evolve in the future.  

3  OUR APPROACH  
 

3.1 The project aimed to provide THH with an overview of current thinking and 
best practice in the housing sector (and elsewhere where relevant). Our 
research has therefore involved: 

• a review of the governance arrangements across the ALMO sector 

• a desktop review of those housing associations and ALMOs at the 
forefront of best practice on resident involvement and scrutiny, all of 
whom were highly rated by the Audit Commission  

• a desktop review of organisations with a wider community focus   

• informal interviews with several organisations 

• reviewing recent research published by the TSA, CIH and others, in 
particular 
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� Making Voices Count: Reviewing practice in tenant involvement and 
empowerment, TSA, 2010 

� Shaping up to the Challenges of the Future: Baker Tilly’s 2010 
ALMO Survey, Baker Tilly, 2010 

� Resident-led Self-regulation: Enhancing in-house scrutiny and 
performance, Chartered Institute of Housing, 2010 

� Board Member Survey: A New Horizon, Insight, June 2009 
� Board Member Pay: Principles and practicalities, National Housing 

Federation, 2009 
� DCLG and work on Tenant Compacts in 2007 
� What Tenants Want, Tenant Involvement Commission and National 

Housing Federation, 2006 

• drawing on Campbell Tickell’s sector experience and knowledge – this 
research was conducted by Radojka Miljevic, Susan French and Jenny 
Preece. 

 
3.2 First, a note on terminology. With the evolution of resident involvement 

approaches and thinking, a new lexicon has emerged. The terminology can be 
used somewhat subjectively: one organisation’s ‘involvement’ can be 
another’s ‘empowerment’. Without providing hair-splitting definitions of the 
different terms used, Figure 1 shows resident involvement as a spectrum with 
residents progressively more empowered along the spectrum from left to right. 
This can also be read as a timeline depicting how approaches to involvement 
evolve. We explore what these terms – and other concepts such as resident-
led self-regulation – mean in practice throughout the report.    

 
Figure One: the spectrum of resident involvement  

 

4 EMERGING THEMES 

4.1 During the research a number of key themes emerged which we explore in 
more detail here. 

 
4.2 What does it mean to be ‘resident led’? 

 
4.2.1 A key question for THH is what it means for an organisation to be ‘resident 

led’. This phrase has been interpreted quite differently across the sector, so it 
is worth exploring what these different interpretations look like in practice. 
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4.2.2 There are two angles to consider. The first is how the organisation engages 
with residents in order to understand their priorities and aspirations. The 
second is how it defines its purpose and values based on those priorities and 
aspirations.   

 
4.2.3 At one end of the spectrum is a narrow interpretation of being ‘resident led’, in 

which the leadership of the organisation is intended to be a symbolic conveyor 
of meaning: typically, this might mean having a resident as Chair, but may not 
necessarily mean that the organisation is structurally orientated below this tier 
to foster ‘empowerment’ of residents. Resident involvement may transpire to 
be rather traditional in its approach, i.e. focused on informing, consulting and 
some engaging. Barnet Homes, for example, is chaired by a leaseholder, and 
appears to have a reasonable approach to resident involvement, with a tenant 
compact agreement in place, support for the establishment of residents’ 
organisations and community groups, and residents able to join staff on estate 
inspections (but not running them). While the leadership of the Board signals 
the importance of residents to the ALMO – this a reduced size Board, with 4 
independents, 1 independent co-optee, 3 Council nominees and 4 residents – 
there is nothing to suggest that the ownership of decision-making is in any 
way shared with or devolved to residents. 

 

4.2.4 Perhaps a step along this ‘resident led’ spectrum are organisations which are 
similarly chaired by a resident or have a resident majority on the Board, but 
for whom resident involvement is more formally incorporated through the 
company or governance structures. Examples include Community Gateway 
HA, Poplar HARCA, Shepherds Bush HA and Kensington & Chelsea Tenant 
Management Organisation – Poplar HARCA, for example, has a resident-
majority main Board, with three other resident-led Boards (Services, Place 
and Resources). Because the HARCA sees its role as social, urban and 
economic regeneration of the Poplar area, ‘community’ is a powerful 
organising principle, with estate boards run by resident Chairs and Vice-
Chairs, active use of around 11 neighbourhood and youth centres, and a 
Youth Empowerment Board. There is also a resident led service review group 
to challenge service delivery. (Poplar HARCA received the 2007 Housing 
Corporation Gold Award for Excellence for the “Empowering Communities” 
theme and won the Housing and Regeneration category of the 2009 Guardian 
Public Service Award.) This area of the spectrum is a big tent, drawn together 
by a general commitment to residents being engaged at the heart of decision-
making. Depending on the age of the organisation, organisational appetite for 
big, bold steps and concerted efforts to involve more than the “same old 
faces”, there are however issues around the depth and breadth of residents 
involved facing some providers. 
 

4.2.5 Poplar HARCA is better than most. Interestingly, however, even Poplar 
HARCA faces challenges to capacity. While the organisation was one of the 
first associations to have a resident as Chair of the main board (the aim is that 
the Chair will always be a resident, with an independent member as Vice 
Chair), currently an independent Board member is acting as Chair while an 
identified resident Board member continues to develop the necessary skills to 
take on the role of Chair. 
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4.2.6 At the other end of the spectrum are those organisations which have taken a 
consumerist approach, with an emphasis on using extensive customer 
intelligence to drive service priorities. The best example of this is the Bromford 
Group. Customer focus is their core value and they have a highly evolved 
approach of listening to residents as individuals embedded within their 
organisational culture.  

 

4.2.7 Somewhere in the middle lie organisations such SOHA Housing, Oxford and 
Citizens Housing Association (OCHA), or Westlea Housing. They have strong 
resident representation on the Board and, at the same time, have developed 
some very effective and meaningful ways of engaging with and empowering a 
broad section of residents. Table 1 sets out the chief characteristics of some 
example organisations that typify a certain approach.  
 

4.2.8 It is worth noting the organisational drivers and histories that have led to these 
different approaches. Organisations emerging from the more formal structures 
inherited from local authorities (particularly those with Decent Homes or other 
stock reinvestment programmes which involve extensive consultation) tend to 
favour structural approaches while housing associations have tended to be 
driven more by more commercial or consumerist thinking. There may also be 
some other influences, such as the galvanising effect of transfer organisations 
needing to seek positive ballot results (Poplar HARCA had 5 ballots), 
However, as recent research commissioned by the TSA has found (Making 
Voices Count, 2010), these distinctions are now starting to blur.  

 

4.2.9 What is clear is that, as regulatory expectations shift from involvement to 
accountability, some form of collective resident voice is needed. Later in the 
report, we look at what form this might take as well as the pitfalls of 
approaches that concentrate on listening to ‘the few’ rather than ‘the many’.  
 

4.2.10 The question for the Board therefore is where THH seeks to position itself on 
this spectrum of approaches. For THH, is being ‘resident led’ about the formal 
governance structures and processes or is it more about engaging with 
residents as individuals? Or is the issue a more fundamental one about the 
organisation’s underlying purpose and vision? 
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Table 1: contrasting ‘resident led’ approaches  

 Poplar HARCA SOHA Bromford Group  

Description 
 
 

8,500 homes in Poplar, transfer 
from Tower Hamlets Council.   

5,000 homes across South 
Oxfordshire.  
 

26,000 across 58 local authorities in the Midlands.  

Summary of 
approach  
 

Urban Housing company with 
community regeneration as core 
purpose. High level of formal 
resident and community 
involvement.   

Purpose is to be excellent at 
providing and managing homes. 
Values include being customer 
focused first. Named as one of the 
top 10 associations in 2004 by the 
Housing Quality Network 

Strongly consumerist approach – what they call 
“customer influence”. Key values are teamwork, 
customer focus and continuous improvement. 89% 
of residents would recommend them to a friend.  

Board 
Membership 

10 members on main Board, of 
whom 6 are residents; 3 other 
Boards, all with resident majority  

12 members, four residents. Tenant 
Chair.  

Main Group Board has 14 members including one 
resident.  

Main 
Resident 
Involvement 
Structures 

 

Area Board for each estate 
nominates to one of four Boards 
though appointments are 
competency based. Joint Estate 
Board acts as the sounding 
board. 

• Tenants Forum influences 
services and policy and 
comments on corporate plans  

• Resident Inspection Team 
assesses services  

 

• Customer Influence Group with 7 tenant Board 
members and three inspectors agrees service 
priorities and standards  

• Customer Inspection Teams assesses services 
and reports to Executive/ Board  

• Customer Influence Statement  

What do they 
do that’s 
different?  

 

• £1m+ community regen 
budget/year 

• Service delivered from 7 
local centres with Community 
Area Directors delivering 
training & employment, 
crèches etc. 

• Tenant Empowerment Team 
of the Year 2010. 

• Resident-written Annual Report  

• Award-winning Resident Impact 
Statement  

• Newsletters written by tenant 
‘News Team’ and tailored to 
tenant profile 

• Tenant-run external conference 
on participation  

• ‘Voice of the Customer’ – programme seeking 
views of 4000 residents/year 

• Bromford Advance – group customer intelligence 
hub analyses feedback and acts as resident 
‘central conscience’  

• Recruitment focuses on customer service skills 

• Relationship checks on anniversaries  

• ‘rant line’ for complaints  

• Facebook/Twitter used to link residents  
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4.3 Resident led or community led? Defining THH’s purpose 

4.3.1 We suggested above that there are two angles to being resident led. The first, 
discussed above, is about understanding residents’ needs and priorities. The 
second is how the organisation acts on these needs and priorities in 
determining its vision, purpose and goals.  
 

4.3.2 THH’s purpose is, under the terms of its Management Agreement with LB 
Tower Hamlets, firmly fixed on delivering services and Decent Homes. 
Looking to the future, there is a fundamental question about what its purpose 
could be and whether THH could or should have a broader role in improving 
the lives of its residents and the wider community.  
 

4.3.3 Tower Hamlets is one of the most deprived areas in the country and the 
resident profile reflects this. There are high levels of poverty, social and 
economic deprivation and social exclusion and, with the fiscal tightening, this 
situation can only get worse. Yet, by dint of its size, geographical focus and 
customer base, THH is a major local business with real economic and social 
leverage which could be harnessed for the wider community benefit.  
 

4.3.4 There are many models for this in London and nationwide. Closest to home is 
Poplar HARCA whose strategic purpose (“making Poplar a better place to 
live”) is reflected in its aims (see Appendix Two for the HARCA approach to 
resident involvement) and in how the organisation is structured and operated. 
The HARCA’s social purpose is reflected in the fact that it gets involved in a 
broad range of issues that matter to residents, including schools, transport, 
open space and youth centres. The organisation sees itself as having a sense 
of total responsibility for ‘place’ and is therefore willing to accept responsibility 
for issues over which it has no control and where its role might be an 
advocacy or political one. It delivers a range of non-housing services 
(employment, training, education, health, childcare) alongside housing 
management from seven local community hubs, taking as its model the 
pioneering Bromley by Bow Healthy Living Centre.  
 

4.3.5 In West London, Hillside Housing Trust grew out of the Stonebridge Housing 
Action Trust, managing over 1,000 homes in a very diverse and deprived area 
of Brent. Recognising that transforming the area meant more than just 
physical regeneration, Hillside invested significant resources in community 
regeneration, in particular work with young people and tackling a serious gang 
culture. Hillside also used physical regeneration to mark the change with a 
series of award-winning landmark community facilities including a children’s 
centre and the Hillside Hub.  
 

4.3.6 Community Gateway HA (in Preston) provides another model. Its vision - to 
be “the leader in opening doors to a lasting, richer life” – uses a membership 
structure to give residents control of the organisation and contribute to its aim 
of community empowerment. 
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4.3.7 Taking this broader view of a landlord’s purpose can open some unexpected 
doors. Willow Park HA (established to regenerate the East Wythenshawe 
area of Manchester, at the time one of the most deprived wards in England, 
and where Shameless is now filmed) co-sponsors a local Academy school in 
recognition of the importance of young people to the area’s future prosperity. 
Working with local partners, it has carried out a major community consultation 
exercise, using a PR consultancy to challenge perceptions of the area. The 
organisation has always been motivated by understanding resident needs and 
priorities, and has the benefit of its stock being concentrated within a small 
geographic area: 

 

In the early days, we had a ‘planning for real’ exercise over whole Willow 
Park estate. Undertaken with the Council’s SRB team (dealing with 
Wythenshawe regeneration), we invited residents into the local schools. We 
were literally knocking on doors, finding people who were governors at 
schools, influencers who cared, and getting them to the schools. We all 
facilitated. We asked questions like ‘What are the key issues? If you won 
the lottery, what would you build and have?’ From that we started to map 
out key things the area needed, e.g. zero tolerance on garden quality; we 
really focused on crime and disorder; we brought wardens in and worked 
with the police. Wythenshawe is now the safest place in the local areas, it is 
the lowest in Manchester in terms of the crime rate – that’s how much 
we’ve moved on. 
 
Now, residents are involved in consultation on our Annual Plan, which then 
informs Service Improvement Plans: we play something called the 
‘Regeneration Game’ and all tenants are invited to contribute. We 
champion attendance at each of the centres and the schools to look to get 
a reasonable proportion of residents turning up. (Joe Doherty, CE) 

 
4.3.8 We should not underestimate the stigmatising effect for residents of 

perceptions of their local area and neighbourhoods: negative perceptions 
were powerfully oppressive in both Stonebridge and Wythenshawe for 
example, and we know from the Hills report into social housing the strong 
association of this tenure with disadvantage in a number of dimensions.  
 

4.3.9 There are other examples among ALMOs of tentative steps in the direction of 
community-led business planning. Lewisham Homes, for example, has 
involved residents in developing its business plan for 2011/11 with a one-day 
‘Make a Wish’ event, though our sense is that involving 62 residents out of 
over 13,000 – while a welcome step in the right direction – has some way to 
go towards being what we would deem to be community-led planning. The 
ALMO also funds what it calls a ‘resident-led programme’ in which residents 
can bid for a share of up to £500,000 to improve their local area (decisions 
are made by a sub-committee of the ALMO’s 3 area panels). 
 

4.3.10 Models like these, which use community leverage to unlock wider potential, 
could be useful as the Board examines its future strategic direction and asks 
itself “what are we here for?” This could perhaps be done through a series of 
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local conferences (we advocate getting out to local communities and not just 
assuming that the Borough is one big community) to work with residents to 
explore what matters to them and what community expectations and 
aspirations really are. Homes for Haringey provides an interesting example of 
an attempt to dig deeper in this way, having consulted widely with around 
5,000 residents (through a combination of door-knocking and focus groups) 
on whether the organisation should focus on maintaining/improving homes or 
whether it should link with other services to help residents with access to 
work, training, youth, health services etc. For the last 3 years, Shepherds 
Bush Housing Association has carried out an annual door-knocking exercise 
of several hundred homes, involving all backroom staff. 

 
4.3.11 We would though strike several notes of caution. First, THH is a young 

organisation and, while it has real dynamism and a drive for change, the 
priority has to be delivering good services and Decent Homes. As the Cave 
Review concluded, what matters most to tenants is ‘getting the basics right’ 
and the organisation has to build credibility and trust through delivering 
housing management and maintenance well. As a resident once said “why 
should I trust you with my kids when I can’t even trust you to fix my toilet?” 
 

4.3.12 Secondly, many of the models highlighted above are not cheap. They 
emerged over the last 12 years or so, at a time when regeneration was a 
government priority supported by generous funding. We are in a very different 
economic climate now and the challenges of meeting this broader agenda 
over the coming years should not be underestimated. Having said that, 
delivering services locally in a joined-up way and making best use of existing 
resources such as community facilities fits very well with government thinking 
on localism and value for money. 
 

4.3.13 Thirdly, broader community agendas need a local authority that is not just on 
board but actively supporting the refreshed purpose and approach. Key to the 
success of any wider purpose for THH will be the relationship with its client. 

 

4.4 Resident chairs, resident led?  
 

4.4.1 A key question for the Board was whether an organisation needs a resident 
Chair in order to be resident led. We approached this question in two ways: 
first we looked at lessons from the ALMO sector with a review of the 
governance arrangements of 69 ALMOs; and second, we drew on our 
experience of social landlords acknowledged as being highly resident-focused 
in their approach.   
 

4.4.2 Looking at governance, just under one third of ALMOs (30%) have a resident 
chair, with the remainder having an independent (65%) or Councillor as Chair 
(5%).  
 

4.4.3 Looking at the evidence from ALMOs, we found that performance across the 
ALMO sector is generally strong. Of those that have been inspected, one third 
are rated as “three star excellent” and another 60% as “two star good”. Ninety 
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per cent have “promising” or “excellent” prospects for improvement. Looking 
specifically at resident involvement, again performance is strong: almost half 
(47%) are rated as “strengths outweigh weaknesses” (i.e. equivalent of ‘one 
star’) while over a third (37%) have “strengths significantly outweighing 
weaknesses” (i.e. equivalent of ‘two stars’).  

Figure Two: Resident involvement inspection ratings 

 

4.4.4 There appears to be no correlation between strong overall performance or 
strength in resident involvement and having a resident chair. Neither is it 
possible to draw any causal links about the impact that resident involvement 
has on overall performance, though it is certainly true (and not particularly 
surprising) that organisations good at resident involvement tend to have good 
overall performance.   

Figure Three: Audit Commission assessment of strength of the service 
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4.4.5 What then are the other arguments for having a resident chair? One could say 
that it is an important symbol and statement of the organisation’s priorities and 
values. We would make two points here. First, while having a resident chair 
can have symbolic value there is little evidence that this translates 
meaningfully to residents or to the outside world, other than perhaps to other 
resident chairs. Our experience is that residents may find more meaningful 
points of connection, however subliminal, with a chair who shares their age, 
gender or ethnicity, rather than just their tenancy status.   
 

4.4.6 Second, our experience is that having a resident chair or strong formal 
involvement structures does not guarantee positive service outcomes or that 
residents feel ‘listened to’. We have seen many structures which are 
parochial, unrepresentative (in terms of age and ethnicity), cliquey and 
stagnant and which run the risk of alienating the ‘silent majority’ of residents, 
who just see ‘the same old faces’ at meetings or feel that traditional collective 
structures hold little appeal.  
 

4.4.7 This view is supported by research published by the DCLG in 2007 on the 
experience of local authorities and the ALMO sector in working with Tenant 
Compacts, which concluded that compacts provide a basic bottom-line 
standard for involvement rather than a real pressure to improve services and 
that the key aim should be to focus on the decision-making framework and 
service outcomes. By contrast, other organisations without majority resident 
representation at Board level or in their governance structures can clearly 
demonstrate a strong connection with — and positive outcomes for — their 
residents and are widely regarded as ‘resident led’. 

 

4.4.8 Important questions will also revolve around how customer insight and 
feedback is captured. (In more recent years, providers’ use of surveys has 
become more sophisticated, with more frequent surveying either on a random 
sample or of a formalised survey group such as a customer or citizens’ panel 
generally comprising anywhere between 100 and 200 customers.) 
 

4.4.9 We would therefore conclude that an organisation does not need a resident 
chair or even a resident majority on the Board in order to be resident led. This 
begs the question as to, in the absence of what might feel like an important 
symbol or statement, what the role of the Board is in leading an organisation 
that looks and feels ‘resident led’. 
 

4.4.10 Our view is that effective leadership and organisational culture matter more 
than formal structures, processes or Board composition. An organisation that 
concentrates on the latter at the expense of the former may ‘tick the right 
boxes’, but it is only through a real and embedded culture of listening to 
residents and putting their priorities at its heart that an organisation can 
genuinely be considered ‘resident led’. The Board has a part to play in this.  
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4.5  The importance of culture and leadership  
 

4.5.1 We would argue that leadership and culture is the single most important factor 
in creating a resident-led organisation. The prevailing organisational culture 
must be one of listening to residents and using what they say to drive the 
service. This culture needs to be embedded in the organisation’s culture to 
avoid the risk of resident involvement being seen as a ‘bolt-on’ or, as one 
interviewee told us “a chore”.    
 

4.5.2 Creating and embedding a resident-led culture has many strands and we can 
only touch on them here. The Board’s role lies in ensuring that the principles 
of listening to customers is enshrined in the organisation’s purpose and 
values; that the right frameworks are in place and that resources are 
prioritised in support of this; and that how the Board measures success 
reflects these values.  
 

4.5.3 Senior managers’ role lies in translating these values operationally, with the 
right communication, training and performance management systems in 
place. This can mean carrots as well as sticks: one housing association, 
Family Mosaic, has linked staff rewards to customer satisfaction, sending out 
an important message about what’s important to them.  
 

4.5.4 Another consideration is where responsibility for resident involvement sits. Is it 
seen as the prerogative of specific staff or teams or is it about embedding a 
culture throughout the organisation? Where landlords have established 
resident involvement teams, some use them as internal consultants, called in 
to support front line staff, while others see this team as ‘doing involvement’. 
Where this team sits in the organisational hierarchy is important too in that it 
signals priority and the level of authority the team has to tackle cross-
departmental issues such as communication which is often an obstacle. 
 

4.5.5 Where landlords are seeking to embed involvement in their culture, it 
becomes less an issue of staff ‘doing’ involvement and more one of listening 
to residents and using what they say to drive service improvements. At 
SOHA, each team is required to set out how their objectives are influenced by 
tenants’ views. At Bromford, they have gone further, seeking to develop an 
‘organisational conscience’ where every member of staff is accountable for 
acting on residents’ views. This is why recruitment is so important to them, 
with attitudes and customer service skills mattering more than just technical 
knowledge. They also invest a lot in developing staff – “passionate about 
people” is their strapline.       
 

4.5.6 THH is already investing in culture change so has started to answer some of 
these questions. The issue for the Board might therefore be one of when and 
how best to drive resident influence in a large-scale informal way on business 
priorities and how to embed the resident voice in the decision-making 
apparatus. The challenge may be to develop more structured ways to gather 
as wide a range of views as possible from as wide a range of people as 
possible and to see that as a mandate for the purpose. 
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4.6  Connecting Boards and customers  
 

4.6.1 For an organisation seeking to define itself as resident or community led, a 
strong two-way connection (a ‘golden thread’) between the formal governance 
structures and residents has to exist.  
 

4.6.2 The two-way nature of this connection is important. The Board needs to 
understand “what it’s really like” for residents, how they actually experience 
the service and what is important to them. This means getting a different 
perspective to that provided by performance indicators, Status Surveys and 
management reports. Resident Board members can themselves bring this 
different perspective though there can be tensions in expecting resident Board 
members to straddle strategic and operational viewpoints or to speak for the 
wider resident base. The Board must seek a more rounded picture through 
mechanisms such as direct contact with residents, resident inspection/audit 
reports that ‘get behind the figures’ and by facilitating a two-way dialogue with 
residents about those things that matter to them. We discuss some of the 
mechanisms that could be used – and how others are achieving it through 
resident scrutiny – later in the report.  
 

4.6.3 On the other side, if residents are to feel a connection with the organisation 
and feel that their involvement will make a difference, the Board needs to be 
visible and accessible and make it clear that it values dialogue. This takes 
effort. For many residents, Boards can feel remote or irrelevant and, while 
residents may read about Board members in newsletters (or even get to meet 
them occasionally at scheme openings), ‘uninvolved’ residents are likely to 
feel little connection with the Board. Even when the Chair may themselves be 
a resident, the feeling may be that “they’re not like us”.  
 

4.6.4 Some of the ways the Board can make itself more visible and accessible to 
residents include: 

• by demonstrating through their purpose, values and actions that they value 
dialogue with residents and will act on what they are told   

• having clear and accessible information about the Board, including a 
statement about why they have chosen to be a Board member and what 
difference they want to make to residents’ lives and the community  

• holding Board meetings around the borough, in community centres or 
other open venues, perhaps preceded by informal ‘Meet The Board’ 
sessions (we believe that THH has shown a lead in good practice here, 
but could go further by incorporating informal sessions) 

• having a programme of events for Board members to connect with 
residents (both at adhoc events and through formal structures) and for 
attendance to be part of the appraisal process. 

 
4.6.5 The Board ought to ensure that its strategic decisions are informed by the 

resident voice. This means creating a direct linkage in the spirit of co-
regulation between the Board as an accountable body and between a 
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strategic resident scrutiny group that is independent of governance and 
management structures (we will discuss this in more detail later in this report). 
 

4.6.6 The Board also needs to consider the impact of its strategic decisions on 
residents. This could be achieved by: 

• considering ‘resident implications’ of each Board paper as well as financial 
and risk management  

• producing a one-page summary of Board decisions after the meetings 
detailing how residents might be impacted by the decisions taken (Oxford 
Citizens HA lists Management Board decisions on its website) 

• through joint awaydays with resident representatives to discuss 
performance and future service priorities. 

4.6.7 Another way that Boards can connect with residents is through the Annual 
Plan and Annual Report, or indeed other key strategic documents that have 
largely been written for corporate or internal audiences rather than seen as a 
way of promoting accountability to residents. There are some very good 
examples of these being written with, or even by, residents. For example: 

• Oxford Citizens HA publishes Resident Business Plans. These were 
developed through resident workshops and then presented to senior 
managers and the Board. The plan sets out residents’ priorities for the 
coming year alongside how they will be met. See 
http://www.ocha.org.uk/objects/RBP_OCHA2010.pdf 

• SOHA’s Annual Report Under One Roof is written by residents and 
available in various formats including as an mp3 file: 
http://www.soha.co.uk/NR/rdonlyres/CFCA342F-F1DA-437C-87B0-
B5014D4B9D02/0/SohaAnnualReport09Oct09v1.pdf 

• SOHA’s (award-winning) Impact Report was put together with residents 
and assesses outputs, outcomes and impact balanced with resources: 
http://www.soha.co.uk/NR/rdonlyres/924D6675-7D4D-440D-9431-
AC3D1F51FF74/0/SohaResidentInvolvementImpactReport2009.pdf 

4.6.8 These documents predate – and go much further than – the TSA’s new 
requirements and, we would argue, go a long way to breaking down barriers 
between governance and residents and promoting accountability. 
 

4.6.9 The Board might also wish to consider whether it wishes to learn from 
external validation or accreditation, which can usefully highlight the gap 
between performance and excellence in respect of the embedded nature of 
resident involvement. Popular ones appear to be the TPAS Landlord 
Accreditation scheme or Customer Service Excellence (Chartermark as was, 
developed to offer public services a practical tool for driving customer-focused 
change within an organisation). 

 

4.7  Resident scrutiny: emerging models  
 

4.7.1 The Board asked how residents can properly scrutinise THH’s governance 
and make the Board accountable for decisions.  
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4.7.2 The concept of resident scrutiny is relatively new to the sector and 

approaches are evolving quickly. Again, interpretations differ. For some 
organisations, it means simply the activities and structures that involve 
“scrutiny” – in the general sense of the word – by residents (e.g. service 
inspections, mystery shopping, panels etc.). For others, “resident scrutiny” 
has a wider, strategic, function, akin to the local authority “overview and 
scrutiny” function. For these organisations, “resident scrutiny” would have as 
its central point a group of tenants constituted as a strategic “resident scrutiny 
group” which, among other functions, would draw on – and draw together into 
a coherent approach – ‘hands on’ scrutiny activities. We focus here on this 
wider definition and, in particular, on the role a resident scrutiny group could 
play in making the THH Board accountable for its decisions. 
 

4.7.3 A useful summary of the role of a scrutiny group was given by The National 
Housing Federation’s Tenant Involvement Commission, which outlined the 
role as “...a strategic body that feeds directly into the decision making of the 
Board and executive management team [with] the right to be heard by the 
Board as well as a right of response from the Board...”. (What Tenants Want, 
2006) 
 

4.7.4 The CIH March 2010 report defines the role in similar terms: “...[the group] 
forms the central point for resident scrutiny in the organisation – establishing 
resident priorities and coordinating activities – and is the official link into 
corporate self-regulation. Group members look at a landlord’s performance 
and decisions, examine and question these areas, and can also make 
recommendations to the landlord.”  
 

4.7.5 What the panel chooses to focus on will follow the priorities and concerns of 
tenants and the NHF report suggested that it could: 

• contribute towards the development of business plan and budget priorities, 
policy directions and strategies to steer the provider’s work; 

• help shape the tenant involvement policy and the way in which the 
organisation involves residents and is accountable to them; 

• scrutinise performance reports, comment on the provider’s performance 
and initiate suggestions for service improvements; 

• take part in service reviews by helping to establish improvement plans and 
targets and monitoring performance against them; 

• monitor how the provider matches up to [its commitments to tenants], 
including its service and accountability pledges;  

• identify key issues, from rats to roofs, that it wants the provider to focus 
on; 

• play a ‘watchdog’ role by requesting action by the Board where there is 
persistent local or service-wide failure 

• help develop a framework for any tenant inspectors and the panel’s 
engagement with regulators and inspectors.  
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4.7.6 The scope of resident scrutiny is evolving and we have provided a summary 
of different approaches at Appendix One. For some (such as Sovereign, Salix 
and Aldwyck) scrutiny has an operational focus, concentrating on housing and 
community services; policies; complaints; development and design; and 
corporate priorities and targets (what they are and whether they are met). 
Others, such as New Charter are taking a broader view, examining strategic 
issues such as Board decisions, priorities and resource allocation. Chester 
and District has gone further, with a Resident Board already controlling 
significant budgets and able to commission its own scrutiny reviews. In some 
cases these arrangements have emerged following reviews of group 
structures while others have evolved slowly from more traditional approaches.   
 

4.7.7 In considering scrutiny arrangements, the THH Board will need to make a 
realistic assessment of the strength and capacity of the current arrangements 
and then consider: 

• whether, for THH, scrutiny concentrates mainly on service and 
performance or has a wider strategic role 

• whether a new Resident Scrutiny Group is the way forward and, if not, 
whether other arrangements (estate inspections, mystery shopping, 
resident audits) will suffice   

• the maturity of existing structures and assess how quickly they could 
evolve into an effective scrutiny group  

• how the organisation can be made ready for the degree of challenge that 
resident scrutiny will bring and whether it can meet the expectations 
raised.  

4.7.8 From our knowledge of THH, we would suggest that a good starting point may 
be to open a dialogue on the future approach with the apex of existing 
involvement structures, perhaps through a joint awayday. What is clear is how 
effective resident scrutiny can be at accelerating organisational learning and 
improving service, so the Board may wish to consider it as an integral part of 
the organisational change process. 

 

4.7.9 However scrutiny is developed, we would say that the following points need to 

be borne in mind.  

The remit: scrutiny needs to feel dynamic, purposeful and targeted. It needs 
to be led by the priorities determined by residents. Meetings must seek to 
avoid some of the dutiful drudgery generated by thick sheaths of papers – 
residents should be able to generate views on measures that matter to them, 
assess performance through different means, and have the power to 
commission areas of the service to focus upon. Communicate the role to staff, 
the Board, involved residents, and the wider resident body. 

Information is key. Scrutiny is more about taking a proactive approach to 
trouble-shooting, casting a spotlight on problems, and being able to target 
resources to fix. Consideration should be given to how information is gathered 
and presented for the scrutiny role to be carried out effectively. It needs to be 
accurate, honest and clear. 
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Nurture a strong and capable group. Observe the principles already well 
established through CIH’s earlier work on resident-led self-regulation – 
independence of governance and management, formality and power. 
Consider what support is needed at the beginning or ongoing. Fund the group 
properly. 

Keep it real. The demands made of staff and of residents need to be realistic: 
development of objectives that are pragmatic, resourced and deliverable 
should be a joint endeavour and this will help to foster some of the partnership 
working needed to make scrutiny effective. 

Clarity of relationship with other forms of resident involvement or 
structure. We believe this should be a chance to ‘tidy things up’ and create 
clear linkages through the involvement structure rather than duplicate or over-
elaborate. 

Learn lessons. Resident scrutiny groups need to avoid the pitfalls that 
traditional forms of representation have encountered – so effort should be 
directed towards diversity of representation (and not just diversity strands, but 
geography and tenure too), competency-based appointments (appointees 
must be effective listeners and effective contributors), a code of conduct, 
succession planning (fixed terms of office), effective support and 
development.  

Resource the establishment properly. Setting up alternative structures is 
not an easy or soft option and will require commitment and resource. Training, 
supporting and mentoring residents is absolutely key to the success of these 
models. Providers need to be prepared to invest in developing their residents 
so that they can take on this crucial role. A typical ‘starter’ training programme 
will include elements on: understanding the organisation’s work and resident 
scrutiny; personal effectiveness skills (e.g. how to challenge); holding effective 
meetings; performance information; customer insight/knowledge/feedback and 
identifying priorities; value for money and resourcing priorities; equality and 
diversity; and what other providers are up to in respect of scrutiny.  

Resource the sustainment properly. The kind of secretariat support 
available needs to be clarified and there may need to be other discussions on 
how the panel is supported. 

Assess the impact. There ought to be some tangible measures by which the 
scrutiny group can come to a view on whether it is making a difference, e.g. 
measures of satisfaction increasing, or in terms of the realisation of local 
offers. 
 

4.8 Understanding and listening to residents  
 

4.8.1 One of the striking things about the best resident-led organisations is the 
effort they put into understanding and listening to their residents. They have 
an understanding of the richness and variety of their customer base and what 
this means for services. This is reflected in the effort made to listen to those 
different voices. While Bromford’s approach of directly talking to 4,000+ 
residents every year is pretty unique, almost all have recognised the need to 
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move away from traditional methods such as meetings and use imaginative 
and fresh ways to reach a wider pool of residents. This includes fun days, 
events for families (e.g. hiring a cinema or other kinds of community-
orientated activities) and film making.   
 

4.8.2 Customer profiling is an integral part of building knowledge. At minimum, it 
involves collecting demographic data from residents so that services (in 
particular) communications can be tailored to specific needs. Other 
organisations have developed more sophisticated approaches that provide 
real insights into the complexity and variety of ‘social housing tenants’, such 
as the Hyde Group’s “Heartlanders” report published last year, which 
segmented Hyde’s tenants into four categories: heartlanders, disconnected 
residents; security seekers; and future planners. The report concluded that  

“There is no ‘single’ social housing resident. There are huge 
variations in terms of expectations, experiences and aspirations. 
Rather than seeking to answer the question of what the single 
purpose of social housing should be, we should acknowledge that it 
serves several purposes for the many different groups who rely on it.” 

 
4.8.3 THH has a Resident Engagement Strategy which recognises the need for the 

organisation to segment its customer base in terms of understanding the 
customer profile and listening to residents in their roles as customers, citizens 
and consumers. The thrust of the strategy seems to be about making 
involvement more meaningful and trusted and for the organisation to engage 
more effectively with its residents.  

 

4.8.4 There are some important principles that need to be upheld as part of this 
strategy: 

• Accept tenants as equals and a valuable resource right from the start 

• Develop with tenants a structure of decision-making 

• Ensure that tenants have the time they need for consultation and 
decision within their own communities. 

 

5. DEVELOPING GOVERNANCE 
 
5.1 As our work is in part tasked with thinking about the implications for the Board 

of being a resident-led organisation, we consider here some of the 
governance choices that providers generally face, and offer some thoughts on 
future options for Tower Hamlets Homes to consider. 
 

5.2 Election versus selection 
 
5.2.2 For many years, traditional representation structures for residents have 

favoured election as a means of appointing members, perhaps informed by 
notions of democratic accountability arising from the culture of Council 
housing and the idea that elected tenants (it has often tended to be about 
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tenants rather than residents) have some kind of mandate for power from the 
wider tenant body. (Indeed the local authority has in at least one instance that 
we are aware of acted as a block on any attempts to change this route of 
appointment through the Rules.)  

 
5.2.3 This form of appointment can, however, lead to an inherent tension once 

residents are elected to Boards, since they are judged under company law to 
be a company director representing the best interests of the organisation and 
yet also feel themselves to be wearing another ‘hat’ as a spokesperson for 
their nominal constituency. Election by the wider body of residents can also 
feel a somewhat mechanistic process, since the individual’s ability to appeal 
to a wider audience is somewhat constrained by the reality of their powers as 
a Board member – inevitably, the aspirations contained with personal election 
statements are likely to be remarkably similar. It is a difficult balance to get 
right: residents (permitted by organisations) who have sought to raise their 
profile more actively have sometimes run foul of fair play (indeed we as a 
consultancy have had to investigate 2 complaints in the last few years arising 
from the campaign elements of resident elections). More widely in terms of 
resident involvement, election processes can also deliver structures that are 
not particularly representative. 
 

5.2.4 The benefit of selection processes is the ability to specify a transparent set of 
competencies, attributes and behaviours against which applicants can be 
judged and against which successfully appointed candidates can be 
appraised. At Poplar HARCA, the Board member selection process involves 
potential board members completing a skills matrix to assess the most 
appropriate Board and to identify training needs. 

 
5.2.5 It has sometimes been our experience that there can be opposition to 

selection from existing involved residents in environments where election has 
been the norm for a number of years because it is potentially a threat to the 
“way that things have always been done”. 
 

5.2.6 Homes for Haringey provides an interesting example of an ALMO that has 
opted to combine selection and election with strong investment in capacity-
building in an attempt to help encourage the best possible outcomes in terms 
of appointed resident Board members. Its Rules specify election for the 
appointment of resident Board members, so the ALMO opted to carry out a 
competency-based selection process prior to allowing residents to stand for 
election. Around 80-100 residents attended 5 modules of training in groups of 
up to around 20 (focusing on the role of the ALMO, personal effectiveness, 
effective meetings, making the ALMO work for residents and standing for 
election). The majority of these residents (in the region of 98%) had no 
previous involvement with the ALMO, 46% were under the age of 45, and 
92% were from BME backgrounds. Following screening for eligibility and an 
interview process, eleven of sixteen residents were then allowed to stand for 
election. In order to publicise the election widely and enhance the accessibility 
of the process, videos were made of each candidate putting forward their 
personal statement and posted onto YouTube. The consequence has been an 
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extremely strong-turn out from residents, with 47.3% of residents casting a 
vote, and we believe a strong and primed group of residents about to come 
onto the Board. 

 
5.3 Building capacity 

5.3.1 The connection between capacity building programmes and the production of 
effective Board members is currently hard to evidence as a causal relationship 
– one would require a large scale survey of the sector to generate any decent 
sample from which to draw statistically significant conclusions, since there 
may be other routes of action that also produce ‘high quality’ future Board 
members, such as competency-based selection or reasonable ladders of 
participation through the resident involvement framework that help to shine a 
light on people with potential. So, we would choose to respond to this question 
in a number of different ways: 

1. It is very likely that any kind of learning and development prior to 
becoming a Board member will build the skills and knowledge of the 
individual – whether that produces competent Board members will depend 
on a range of factors thereafter, such as whether appointment is 
meritocratic, the culture and behaviours of the Board, the strength of the 
governance framework (induction, learning and development, appraisal 
etc.), and the quality of support to the individual. There is no single 
guarantee of success. 

2. Capacity building ought to have a much wider remit than producing Board 
members. There is a robust body of research around capacity building in 
a community context and how various forms of ‘leadership training’ both 
increase capacity by strengthening self-efficacy (human capital) and 
increase access to networks and resources (political capital). Clearly any 
capacity building in this vein needs to start with some clear measurable 
indicators by way of evidencing change, from perceptions of the 
community to the sense of control and ownership within the community to 
the ability to organise and celebrate together. There may be moral 
arguments in favour of this form of capacity building, for example that it’s 
a way of contributing to the cohesion and integration of groups who are 
more likely to be socially excluded (certainly this was our Homes for 
Haringey experience); and that it contributes in some way towards 
attempting to address the structural disadvantage of communities when 
they try to work in partnership with more powerful bodies than themselves. 
There will be resident Board members who come armed with the 
advantages of a good education and experience of how large 
organisations work, but many others who aspire to strategic influence are 
fighting the legacy of this inequity to find their self-efficacy. 

3. Tenant participation has a long and glorious past in the housing sector 
(and certainly ‘user involvement’ has been more comprehensively 
embraced than in other sectors), pursuing the ambition of more control 
over operations and policy. There are numerous examples of both local 
and national ‘activism’ over the last century in the belief that more should 
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be expected of a service, from squatting campaigns to tenants knocking 
on Margaret Thatcher’s No. 10 home (as some tenants in South London, 
appalled by the service from the local authority and by the incidence of a 
fire, once did). Nevertheless, with some notable exceptions (the co-
operative movement, Tenant Management Organisations), it might 
reasonably be argued that this is perhaps the first time we are seeing a 
more widespread initiative towards real participation in strategy and not 
just top-down ubiquitous initiatives that are in effect glorified forms of 
consultation and negotiation on the top-down landlord’s terms (i.e. 
something bestowed rather than generated). It is not at all clear how well 
this injection of strategic resident participation is going to work or how 
much impact will be felt from the altered relationships on performance. 
This is not to be cynics, but rather to recognise that the structural 
dynamics of power cannot be addressed overnight and that engaging 
more than a small core necessitates perhaps moving away from some of 
the more traditional approaches that have characterised resident 
involvement in the past.  

4. Recent findings of a survey would suggest that capacity building is still 
somewhat of a nascent trend among ALMOs. Baker Tilly’s February 2010 
survey, based on 37 ALMO respondents (54% of this sector), may 
suggest scope for improvement on the empowerment and engagement 
agenda. While 1 in 4 responded that the level of their empowerment and 
engagement agenda was ‘extremely satisfactory’ more than two in three 
found it to be ‘satisfactory’ (of course we recognise that 94% are still 
‘satisfied’). The methods of involving and empowering tenants appear 
fairly traditionally cast. As mentioned earlier, strategic resident 
participation is perhaps still in its infancy, and ALMOs struggling with poor 
quality stock, low baseline performance and culture change have had their 
work cut out in other ways. 

Figure Four: What ALMOs do to involve and empower tenants 
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5.4  Paying Board members 
 
5.4.1 We were asked by THH to reflect on the arguments for and against paying 

Board members within a community-led organisation. We set out here first 
some detail regarding the sector context for Board member payment. 

 
5.4.2 The trend in the housing sector is that as size and complexity of the 

organisation grows, payment of Board members is more likely to be a 
phenomenon (apart from reflecting the demands made of Board members, 
this may be emblematic of a stronger tendency towards a private sector 
mentality in larger organisations). The latest figures available show that (from 
a sample of 225 organisations), 93.8% with a turnover of over £100m pay 
their Board members and 60% of those with a turnover in excess of £25m, 
while only 5% of those with a turnover of between £3m and £6m pay (Board 
member pay: principles and practicalities, NHF, 2009); when turnover reaches 
in excess of £10m, the proportion of RSLs paying Board members 
significantly increases. Payment is also more common in group structures, 
with 77% of group housing associations having a pay policy (Board Member 
Survey: A New Horizon, Insight, June 2009). In independent traditional 
associations, however, only 6.2% of organisations pay Board members and in 
independent stock transfers 41.3%. 

 
5.4.3 The National Federation of ALMO recently conducted a survey of ALMO 

Board members (ALMO Board member remuneration survey, 2010), in which 
59 of 70 (nearly 85%) organisations responded. The survey found that 64% of 
respondents had rejected the payment of Board members as an option; 10% 
were paying all Board members; and 15% were paying Chairs only (so in 
effect 1 in 4 respondents had the Chair being remunerated).  

 
5.4.4 It may also be useful to note that in relation to the number of days that Chairs 

work per annum, a very rough average calculated from all the figures (based 



Tower Hamlets Homes  On being resident-led 

 

 

September 2010     Page 28 of 35 

 

on picking the mid-point in a range) was that Chairs worked on average 33 
days per annum – i.e. just over half a day a week.  

 
5.4.5 Regarding the sums of money to be paid, the Insight report of 2009 equates 

payment of an ALMO Board to be broadly in line with payment to an 
independent housing association Board. We note that the turnover of THH 
approximates £30m, and the equivalent levels of pay in housing associations 
would be: 

 

£20-

50m 

Lower quartile £7,000 £3,075 £2,217 

Median £7,645 £4,000 £3,409 

Upper quartile £10,500 £4,975 £4,250 

Average £8,656 £4,017 £3,234 

 (Board Member Survey: A New Horizon, Insight, June 2009) 

5.4.6 Similarly, the NFA report found levels of payment to Chairs to be generally in 
the £6,000-£9,000 range (though of course some above and below that 
range). Any other Board payments – with the exception of allowances - were 
generally in the ‘up to £3,000’ range. 

 
5.4.7 One of the sticking points in respect of paying resident Board members has 

always been around any residents claiming benefits having their entitlements 
adversely affected by Board remuneration. The survey found that most 
ALMOs (88%) are not paying Board members on benefits; 4 ALMOs are (3 
pay up to £3k and one pays over £3k), and only 4 ALMOs are paying 
Councillors (those that are have apparently reached agreement with the 
relevant local authorities). These paying ALMOs have reportedly advised 
Board members that they: 

  “are individually responsible for the notification of eligible income in 
tax and welfare benefit calculations and that they should see specialist 
advice and discuss with the DWP, Customs and Revenue and any 
other appropriate agencies their individual circumstances. However, 
ALMOS themselves provide support and advice to help Board 
directors understand what the implications of Board member payment 
might be for them in relation to receiving benefits.” 

 
5.4.8 The arguments advanced for payment in a community-led organisation would 

in part be shared by some of those advanced by any organisation that pays, 
namely:  

• Improving the strategic focus of the Board; 

• Moving towards a smaller, more business-like Board while maintaining 
the required breadth of skills;  

• Compensating for the increasing demands on Board Member time, 
especially for Chairs and other office holders; 
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• Facilitating the introduction of rigorous and open recruitment, appraisal 
and performance management processes; 

• Reinforcing high expectations of member attendance at Board 
meetings, induction, training and other events;  

• Enabling weak Board members to be moved on; and 

• Achieving a step-change in the quality of governance. 
 
5.4.9 In a community-led organisation, we might add: creating adequate reward for 

the time and commitment they might need to invest in terms of building their 
capacity and knowledge of the business 

 

5.4.10 Arguments against payment (again in any context) include: 

• Potential to conflict with or undermine the voluntary ethos; 

• Damage to perceptions among: 
o Residents; 
o Other stakeholders including Local Authorities and 

commissioners; 

• Harder to demonstrate not-for-profit status; 

• Uncertain ability to deliver step-change in governance performance: 

• Recruitment already effective; 

• Appraisal already effective; 

• Attendance already high; 

• Difficulties and disincentives for tenants in receipt of benefits (and 
thereby affecting the equal status of Board members); 

• Organisation is too small;  

• Affordability; and 

• Unease amidst current Board members. 
 

5.4.11 The sentiment that payment runs contrary to the voluntary ethos is most often 
cited by organisations which have decided against payment. In surveys to 
date, the problems experienced by ‘paying’ associations in part reflect the 
arguments against payment, with the difficulties regarding the reduction in and 
disruption to benefits ranking highly. Our experience to date has not been that 
payment is a strong element of community-led organisations, sometimes 
because of the benefit obstacles against payment, but also because of the 
strong volunteer ethos that places a focus upon involving people more widely 
rather than seeking to ‘professionalise’ involvement – Poplar HARCA does not 
pay the individuals serving on its boards for example. 

5.4.14 It is a difficult balance to get right, since there is perhaps a case to be made 
for seeing strategic involvement as a serious demand that is placed upon 
individuals and that it is not unreasonable for them to be recompensed for 
their time. Some of the resident scrutiny panels that are being established in 
response to the regulatory framework are offering or considering offering 
modest payment (by way of example, One Housing Group is offering £1,000 
to each panel member). 
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5.4.15 There is an interesting debate as to whether payment has peaked as a 
phenomenon (Insight speculated on this in their 2009 report based on fewer 
respondents than 2008 who did not pay stating that they intended to introduce 
payments in the next 18 months). As the reality of public spending cuts bites, 
we ought to expect that in any case the appetite for payment may weaken, 
given concerns about the increasing poverty of the wider resident body and 
resident perceptions of where and how rent is spent. 

 
5.4.16 Our own advice to THH would be to encourage a Board discussion around 

whether the Chair’s position should be remunerated, and how any other Board 
members in leadership positions might suitably be supported through other 
means (whether coaching/mentoring or access to laptops or attendance at 
conferences etc.). 

 
5.5 Size and composition of Board 
 
5.5.1 There is a distinct trend in the wider housing sector of opting to move away 

from a large Board designed to incorporate a number of interests towards a 
smaller Board orientated around a skills base rather than representation. So, 
for example, there are many Large Scale Voluntary Transfer organisations 
(LSVTs), typically comprising 5 residents, 5 Councillors and 5 independents, 
which have opted to reduce to 12 members and which have also sometimes 
altered the equal balance of constituencies (for example, reducing the number 
of Councillors). Poplar HARCA’s main (resident majority) Board comprises 
around 10 members and the Board member experience is now that there is 
“no place to hide” with the dynamics between residents and independents 
having shifted. Independents are now much more willing to challenge resident 
Board members (“it’s given us more of a voice”) which is partly because 
members feel that “we’re all in this together” and also partly that there is no 
room for passengers. The independents are in no doubt that they are there to 
help residents be in control and that there is absolutely no doubt that the 
residents are in control.  

 
5.5.2 This is not a trend that appears particularly strong in the ALMO sector. The 

Baker Tilly February 2010 survey suggests that a Board of 15 is still popular, 
with 89% seeing no need for a change in the composition of the Board and 
that they consider their Boards to have the required skills to manage change. 
There have, however, been one or two examples of organisations reducing 
the size of the Board (such as Barnet Homes, mentioned earlier in this report, 
or Berneslai Homes, which has 10 members – a Chair [who is an independent 
and is paid £8,700], 3 residents, 3 independents and 3 Councillors – each 
paid £2,900 p.a. Their experience is that the Board has become “more 
streamlined and focused. It was very hard, almost like going through a staffing 
restructure – everyone had to step down and reapply for the remunerated 
positions.”). 

 
5.5.3 Until THH clarifies its future purpose, and the associated structures that need 

to evolve alongside that purpose, consideration of any alterations to Board 
size and composition may not be fruitful. 
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6.  BEING RESIDENT-LED 

6.1 Based on what we know of the best social housing landlords, we would 
suggest that the key features of a resident-led organisation might be: 

 
� unequivocal leadership from the Board and Executive on the 

importance of listening to customers, expressed in the organisation’s 
purpose and goals  

� resident involvement and accountability is achieved through a good 
balance between formal structures and organisational culture, and has 
a focus on outcomes  

� a good understanding of the resident profile and an understanding of 
the different priorities and needs across the profile  

� a strong, embedded culture of listening to residents - it is “second 
nature” that staff listen to - and are empowered to act on - residents’ 
priorities  

� a menu of involvement so that residents with different levels of 
commitment can contribute 

� effective resident scrutiny mechanisms, with a strategic resident 
scrutiny group within the governance structure, drawing together 
scrutiny activities (audits, inspections, mystery shopping etc.) into a 
coherent programme of service review and improvement and 
scrutinising decisions that impact on service and/or wider strategy 

� a set of standards (the local offer) based on what residents feel is 
important to them and against which residents may judge the 
organisation  

� all residents are able to influence some spending priorities and are 
involved in making choices about value for money  

� residents strongly influencing or writing newsletters/annual reports etc 
� residents on the Board, not necessarily as chair, with effective capacity 

building throughout the involvement structure that facilitates succession 
and renewal 
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Appendix One: Examples of resident-led self-regulation and scrutiny   

Sovereign Housing 
Group  
(c 30,000 homes 
across the West of 
England) 
 

The Sovereign Group Residents’ Forum (GRF) comprises 
residents from the Group’s four subsidiaries. It determines 
scrutiny priorities in conjunction with the Group Operations Forum. 
Direct scrutiny work is undertaken by staff supported by resident 
inspectors. 
Up to 16 tenant members, four from each Association. Meets at 
least six times a year. 
 

Salix Homes (ALMO, 
managing c10,500 
homes) 
 

The Customer Senate serves notices requesting information and 
can call on customer inspectors (not Senate members) to gather 
additional information. The Senate directs the work of the 
inspectors and has unfettered access to information. Priorities are 
determined by the Senate, taking account of information provided 
by the Board and a scoring system based on performance in 
different areas, e.g. complaints. The Senate can also respond to a 
Community Call for Action. 
A membership of 14 customers, who meet at least fortnightly 
when undertaking scrutiny. 
 

Cambridge City 
Homes  
(stock retained local 
authority, c 8,500 
homes) 
 

The Cambridge City Homes Housing Regulation Panel runs 
inquiries, can call on mystery shoppers or tenant inspectors to 
gather additional evidence. It has powers to request or 
commission reports; to ask officers, contractors, members of 
residents’ groups and other stakeholders to attend Panel 
meetings to give oral evidence as part of any investigation; to 
issue a ‘call for action’; to submit a whistle blowing report. 
11 tenant members. 
 

New Charter Housing 
Trust  
(c 18,000 homes, 
originally an LSVT) 
 

The New Charter Tenant Management Team (TMT) runs scrutiny 
activities. It commissions work to gather evidence for scrutiny 
using any involvement method within the involvement structure, 
e.g. resident inspectors, mystery shoppers, working groups. Able 
to access to relevant information. Budget control. Ability to 
challenge at Board level, Group Management Team and Heads of 
Service. It chooses three topics per year and the organisation 
chooses one (no restrictions). Currently focusing on service 
delivery but plans to scrutinise governance, business direction 
and constitution performance. 
12 tenant members. 
 

Aldwyck Housing 
Group  
(c 7,300 homes in 22 
LA areas, traditional 
HA) 
 

Aldwyck has set up two regions. In each region there is an 
operational Board, which includes tenant representatives, and a 
customer scrutiny panel (CSP) with two key objectives: to hold the 
Board to account, and to monitor customer-facing performance 
indicators. Some CSP members also conduct other scrutiny 
activities. It has the power to scrutinize staff and call Heads of 
Service to account for delivery. It can challenge service delivery 
indicators at a Board level. Decides which corporate PIs to 
prioritise for scrutiny. 



Tower Hamlets Homes  On being resident-led 

 

 

September 2010     Page 33 of 35 

 

15 tenants meet quarterly to scrutinise performance and 
twice/year to meet the Board and Executive. 
 

Ocean Housing 
Group  
(c 4,000 homes, 
originally an LSVT) 

Recently established a Scrutiny Panel which will play a central 
part in performance management and value for money. It will 
coordinate resident activity, act on the priorities and link to all 
levels of organisational management. Notes of the panel 
meetings will be placed on the Group Board agenda and 
Residents Panel to create a link and accountability to the Board 
and Residents Panel. Membership will be drawn from the virtual 
panel, the members being residents of Ocean and should number 
6 – 12.  
 

Great Places Housing 
Group (15,000 homes 
across 31 LA areas) 

Recently consolidated its structure from three organisations into 
one. It has just set up a tenant-led and chaired Board committee, 
the Tenant Services Committee (TSC), which has delegated 
responsibility for all housing and property services. This is 
designed to ensure that tenants can influence and approve policy 
and strategy on service delivery at the highest level. GPHG also 
operates tenant panels, which feed into the TSC. The panels 
monitor performance via 12 group service standards and are 
responsible for environmental funds c£250,000/year.  
 

Chester and District  
(c 7,000 homes, initially 
an LSVT) 

Residents’ Board with responsibility for the repairs, maintenance 
and improvement service (>£11million/year one). Over time the 
residents’ Board will take on more landlord responsibilities and the 
association’s Board will focus more on strategy. Chester and 
District sees its residents’ Board as having overall responsibility 
for the service, with the scrutiny role being undertaken by its 
tenant inspectors and neighbourhood panels. 
 

AmicusHorizon 
(28,000 homes across 
SE England) 
 

Consolidated its structure from seven companies into one and put 
in place new governance arrangements. These include nine Area 
Panels (each with 8 elected residents plus independents) which 
“work with local communities to develop resident focused decision 
making and service delivery and work with the Residents' Council 
in sharing good work, overcoming problems and harmonising a 
resident-led future.” Two residents from each Area Panel sit on 
the Residents’ Council which looks at the work of the 
AmicusHorizon Board, inputting into decisions. Four residents on 
the Strategic Board. 
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Appendix Two: The Poplar HARCA experience 

Poplar HARCA’s aims 

• encourage and develop the investment in Poplar;  

• develop genuine partnerships;  

• develop successful and effective neighbourhood and housing services;  

• make Poplar safe;  

• bring about change by encouraging a culture that promotes new ideas and 
action from local people, our staff and other partners;  

• develop approaches so local people and staff fulfil their potential; and make 
the best use of resources. 

How has Poplar HARCA put tenants at the heart of improvement? 

• Its what we do - top to bottom involvement and empowerment. Residents are 
involved at all levels of decision making. Residents are involved right from the 
start. 

• Resident involvement is categorised into three types of activity: 

o Active governance – “how we make decisions”. This comprises: 

� Estate boards, which make decisions about housing conditions, services 
and facilities in the community. A resident from each estate board sits on 
the main board. 

� Estate board subgroups, which focus on a particular service area 

� Working groups, which deal with particular short-term issues 

� The Joint Estate Panel, made up of three residents from each estate board. 
The JEP signs off all company policies 

� The four company boards: Services, Places, Finance & Audit and the 
Poplar Board. 

o Active participation – “getting involved in your neighbourhood”. The 
main areas are: 

� Neighbourhood centres, running around 300 activity sessions a week. 
[Poplar HARCA has built 6 multi-use community centres with facilities for 
employment training, sports, nurseries, youth and older people activities, 
events, food co-ops and low cost cafes. They’re run by local residents and 
also used  by local faith groups, schools, social enterprises and local 
businesses.] 

� Employment and training team, giving employment advice and training 

� Regeneration groups led by local residents, developing specific projects 
and looking at environmental issues 

� Youth service, running a range of programmes 

� Outreach services for vulnerable residents 
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� Volunteering, giving young adults opportunities to develop their skills 

� Community safety. 

o Active involvement – “where your feedback helps us improve and build 
our services”. The main areas are: 

� Fun days and events 

� Focus groups 

� Surveys 

� Annual conferences 

� Feedback on service delivery 

� Housing surgeries 

� Policy Advisory Groups 

� Estate inspections 

� Mystery shoppers 

� The STATUS survey 

� Annual resident satisfaction survey. 

• A Resident Empowerment Support Team provides support to residents getting 
involved. This includes running training programmes and workshops, developing 
policies and procedures and monitoring the impact of initiatives. Workshops for 
residents getting involved include: 

o Induction for new members 

o Effective meetings and chairing 

o Role and responsibilities of estate board members and officers 

o Diversity and difference 

o Understand how we run things 

o Team building. 

• As part of the induction process for new staff, the previous – resident – Chair 
would give a half-hour presentation about the role of residents in leading the 
organisation. So staff would “get it” from the start. 

• We do a lot of vox pops - going out on the street and tape recording people’s 
views. That’s then played to staff. 

• One of our main projects is to gather profiling data against the TSA’s new 
strands. We’re using every contact with residents to update and complete our 
profiling information and we also carry out annual resident surveys. We’re also 
increasing the amount of data we hold, for example we’re now including 
information about residents’ preference as to how we contact them. Analysing the 
profiling data is part of our “digging deeper” approach. 

 


