Erimus and Tees Valley Scrutiny panel

“Tenant reward and retention”
(February 2015)
1. Introduction 
The former Scrutiny Panel at Erimus/Tees Valley Housing investigated the introduction of a scheme to encourage residents to remain with Erimus/Tees Valley Housing and to incentivise and reward good behaviour.
The Scrutiny report was submitted to Heads of Service in June 2014 and a Thirteen working group of staff and customers are currently investigating the potential to introduce a scheme. This report is to inform and update the Boards on the initial findings of this Scrutiny panel and any later debate by that panel.

In May 2014 the former Vela Scrutiny Panel formed positive views of the introduction of such a Reward scheme in their Scrutiny of Tenancy Sustainment, which was presented to the Housing Hartlepool and Tristar Homes Boards at that time.

Systems to reward positive behaviour or to give something back to good tenants have been in place in Housing Associations for over a decade to a greater or lesser extent. The original scheme at Irwell Valley Housing Association has been in place for nearly 15 years. Other registered providers have adopted incentives for returning voids in good condition and others for direct debit payments.

The Thirteen working group of staff and tenants (mentioned above) from the 4 landlords who form the Thirteen group, was formed in Autumn 2014 and has received presentations from a variety housing providers who have Rewards schemes in place.
The findings and recommendations for a Reward scheme for the Thirteen working group are to be submitted to the four landlord Boards in May 2015, however this Scrutiny report will only be submitted to the Erimus and Tees Valley Boards in February 2015.
2. What we looked at

People we spoke to included:

· The Tandem Team

· Neighbourhood Team Leaders

· Area Managers

· Choice Based Lettings (Compass) 

· Discussions with tenants

· Case histories (personal interviews by scrutiny team)

· Heads of Department

· Head of Housing Services and Income

· Customers who we knew in our neighbourhoods who had recently left their EH/TVH home

Documents we looked at for information were:

· Current tenant reward scheme 

· Reward schemes operating at other landlords

· Tenant satisfaction survey 2013

· Performance data

· Termination of tenancy forms with reasons for leaving

· Void statistics

· Debt recovery Policy

· Documents and leaflets provided by Tandem Team and KYM

· Choice Based Lettings Scheme (various documents)

3.      What we found during our scrutiny 
The findings listed in sections 3-10 below were based on information gathered in the first half of 2014 and thus represent the baseline position at that time. These findings were collated in June 2014 and at therefore correct at the time of writing. We acknowledge that since this time many improvements and changes to service delivery have taken place as a result off the merger to form the Thirteen Group, and that some of the recommendations may already be planned or in place.
3.1
Neighbourhoods - strengths

a) EH/TVH have a scheme (friends and family) where letters are sent to tenants advising them of properties to let in their neighbourhoods so their friends and families can be told and perhaps move in. When friends and family are nearby it is an incentive for tenants to stay. This is another way of creating stable communities by keeping family close and providing support in their tenancies. 
b) The ‘Support to Stay’ Thorntree pilot proved an effective way of helping tenants to hold on to their tenancies by providing information advice guidance and support for vulnerable tenants and people with chaotic lifestyles. Young people are given training and support to show them how to be good considerate tenants and issued with a “golden ticket” that gives them a higher rating when applying for properties.
3.2
Neighbourhoods – areas for improvement 

a) In 2012 plans were underway to establish a “good tenant” Reward scheme. Plans were put on hold due to the Welfare Reform Act. No further action in this area has been undertaken.

b) The inability of EH/TVH to be flexible with individual rents is a major disadvantage when trying to encourage tenants to stay. EH/TV’s rents are set in line with a government formula and this has an impact on our ability to encourage tenants to stay. A private landlord faced with a situation of a 3 bed property to let at around £114 per week (where the prospective tenant will only receive Local Housing Allowance of approximately £95) will often let the property at this lower rent. This is still around £15 per week more than the average rent of a 3 bed general needs property let by EH/TVH. (These figures were correct at the time of investigation). 

c) The standard of properties offered to prospective tenants can often be poor when compared with some private landlords who offer furniture, carpets and white goods and the cost of decoration and furnishing can often be the main reason given for rejecting an offer of a home. A lot of private landlords are flexible and able to offer enhancements and improvement works for the new tenant to enable a faster letting. 
d) Gas servicing is a legal requirement. It is carried out once a year. In the third quarter of 2013-14, there were 11 homes which had not been accessed. In addition large numbers of properties are not accessed at the first and even second visits and a Rewards scheme might encourage tenants to keep their first appointment for gas servicing.
e) Laptops for staff would help in showing tenants that their issues are being dealt with quickly and staff will not need to keep returning to base to keep files up to date. This would make neighbourhood services more efficient and help tenants to see that officers are acting quickly on ASB and other reported problems, giving more confidence to tenant to stay in a EH and TVH home.
f)     As soon as a request for a transfer or a mutual exchange is made it should be flagged up with the local manager so that early intervention by relevant identified teams is initiated. It may still be possible at that time to find out what actions EH and TVH could take to prevent tenants from leaving.
4.1     CBL scheme - strengths
a) EH/TVH are part of the Choice Based Lettings system called “Compass” which is a sub-regional scheme operating across the Tees Valley and includes all the Thirteen partner landlords as well as five other social landlords and some local Council.  An internal audit inspection in 2008 and a value for money review in 2009 concluded that a good quality value for money service was being provided. Though his has not been reviewed in the last 5 years.
4.2     CBL scheme – areas for improvement

a) All staff we spoke to agree the CBL system is inadequate and cannot handle the various different needs and situations that tenants and staff have to deal with. 
b) There are over 1600 tenants on the transfer list. The cost of transfer should be balanced against the cost of losing a tenant. 
c) We found the biggest single issue with tenant retention is lack of quick response by and the slow unresponsive use of the CBL system for transfers and exchanges. Decisions are taking a minimum of 30 days.

d) “Management let” is an option for EH/TVH. This is usually used in houses built for sale that cannot be sold and this will usually be on a fixed term tenancy. It is also used for personal reasons and fleeing domestic violence. This could be used more widely to add flexibility to the system.
e) Tenants reported to the Panel many problems with CBL causing extreme stress and too much red tape. CBL takes too long to get a transfer in place. Tenants are moving away from CBL in favour of the Private sector because it is much quicker and easier to acquire a property.
f) Effort is needed to improve the image of some areas and initially resources could be directed at improving the standard of the properties when they are offered for letting as only basic repairs are completed.

g) EH/TVH should review the needs criteria for tenants wanting to move within the group. Tenants could be given a priority if they have a need to move as this is a factor in tenants moving to private landlords.
h) Group tenancy sign ups’ are a way of giving tenants a lot of information in an efficient manner. A collective sign up would give tenants the feeling of belonging and allow them to meet other new tenants and swap advice and make friends to settle them early into the community.

i) Criticism of the overall operation of CBL has come from many areas, including deals, lack of information and inflexibility of the system, often pointing to long delays in helping existing tenants move or relocate. This delay is sending existing tenants over to the private sector when it comes to changes.
5.1   Money Advice service - strengths

a) Tandem has been set up to provide general money advice and guidance to all EH/TVH Housing tenants.
b) The team give confidential help to tenants over the phone or face to face with budgets, signposting to other benefits, and filling in forms. Tandem work with the rent team by working out budgets for tenants going to court. 
c) Tenants contact the team, or are referred to them when having financial 
problems. If the tenant has severe financial problems the team enables the tenant to stay in the property with utility, rent arrears and other debt management.

d) Tandem will try to attend interview panels, medical panels etc. with tenants depending on time and staffing.

e) A lottery funded project, run by EH on behalf of 9 other local landlords “Know your Money” provides support and advice to hundreds of young residents of Middlesbrough aged 16 to 24 about debt, money management, employability and housing. 

f)     An expansion project with the Hartlepool credit union is planned as part of Thirteen. Working with Church of England credit union (Bishops Credit Union), Thirteen have invested £75.000 for smart buys etc. managed by the church. A Hardship fund credits some tenants in rent arrears.
5.2   Money Advice – areas for improvement

a) The Panel would like to see a Training and Information officer in the team to filter help advice and information through to tenants, including drop in centres in area offices.
b) The team cannot give debt advice, beyond maximising monies for tenants they cannot act on behalf of the customers as they are not registered with the appropriate authority. The Panel would like this to be investigated, this would bring loyalty and be a reason to stay with EH/TVH as a landlord.
c) If Tandem worked more closely with other teams at the start of tenancies and has more initial contact this would make tenants more aware of the support available as an EH/TVH tenant. There could be a central point for signing up where all information and advice is available. This would be known to tenants who were struggling with money and thinking of leaving their home for the private sector, or approaching a loan shark.
d) When EH transferred from the Council, there were bill boards all over the town showing the benefits of investment as part of stock transfer. As an incentive to attract more new tenants, the panel feel more should be done to make new customers aware of the benefits of being/remaining a EH/TVH tenant, such as lower rents compared to those of private landlords. Also other services we offer such as employability and financial support should be more widely advertised.
e) Tenants in debt to loan sharks will often indicate that they borrow from family in order to hide the fact that part of their income is tied up in this way. To help tenants avoid rent arrears, help in the form of employment opportunities could be given. The Panel would like to see education, advice on training offered by EH/TVH.
f)     It is difficult to get tenants to think long term when they are living week to week, from payment to payment and often day to day. This makes it difficult to sell the advantages of secure lifetime tenancies, but the Panel think it is still important to try to explain the advantages of remaining in a social home compared to the private sector
g) In developing a reward scheme for tenants for EH/TVH, it will be important to consider any financial reward which might impact on welfare/housing benefit of the tenant. Other landlords have managed to do this (see section 12). The Panel would like EH/TVH to consider a Reward scheme for good tenants as an incentive to stay.
6.1   Terminations and reasons for leaving – strengths
a) Some reasons for leaving are collected at the point of departure though the staff feel they are not getting to the bottom of the real reason for leaving, which might relate to multiple debts. Stronger relationships need to be built with tenants to get to the real reasons
b) In a pilot scheme to reduce voids larger homes (3 beds) are to be offered to older Tenants, these people would not be affected by the bedroom tax. 
6.2   Terminations and reasons for leaving – areas for improvement
a) An attractive reward scheme may retain some groups of leavers when managing their rent debt is a problem. Those tenants that are evicted due to rent arrears (4% at the time of writing) may not respond to a rewards scheme but may respond if they are left out of cash prize draws or other benefits for those in the reward scheme. It might offer some motivational support to pay, even for the toughest arrears problems.

b) An attractive rewards scheme is not an alternative for poor service or a failure to meet the needs of the tenant. Those groups of leavers moving out to a private landlord for a larger or smaller property or leaving due to location or a need to be near family, may have retained a tenancy if their needs could have been met 
c) 13% of tenants are leaving EH/TV. Neighbourhood Pilot Schemes are taking two years, which in the panel’s opinion seems too long to develop solutions for tenants leaving now. Learning from theses pilot schemes needs to be implemented sooner rather than later to improve neighbourhoods and thereby reducing terminations.
d) Void turnaround times are worsening. The last TVH Scrutiny was on voids so we have not repeated this study. It showed an estimated 39 day average in 2012-13 had increased to 59 days for EH and 50 days for TVH, at the time of investigation. Any move to reward and motivate good tenants to stay will reduce void costs and the loss off rent whilst homes are empty.     The panel would like to see void turnaround times improve so properties are let quicker and the appearance of estates does not decline as a result, thereby reducing the likelihood existing tenants on such an estate will consider leaving.
e) Staff carry out a visit when a tenant gives notice of termination. They ask reasons for leaving and ask if they can do anything to encourage them to stay. However at this point it is usually too late because the tenant has already committed to the new property. This visit needs to be done more regularly before the notice is given.
f)     Some tenants are rewarded by a golden goodbye if they leave properties in good order. Some tenants are also rewarded by a small prize draw if their rent account is up to date, for example garden competition. The Voids Service Scrutiny piece by TVH showed that the golden goodbye scheme was in need of refreshment and the offer of multiple and greater incentives were needed. This has not yet been actioned.
7.1   Satisfaction Surveys - strengths

a) STAR was an independent survey done by an independent company for Fabrick some 3 years ago.

7.2   Satisfaction surveys – areas for improvement
a) Fabrick invested £25,000 to complete this survey a few years ago and the results are still not known in full. This report showed that EH/TVH did not do well in a number of areas assessed when benchmarked with other landlords. The unsatisfactory results areas of the star survey were not translated into action. The survey has been disputed, so not made use of, and therefore has provided poor value for money. 
b) EH/TVH should be looking to get a better response from tenants to satisfaction surveys. A total of 4120 questionnaires were sent out for the STAR survey and only 1167 were returned. A return on the total number of properties of about 8%. We think that an incentive scheme for returning surveys would improve this figure.
8.1    Income Management – strengths

a) EH has been able to secure Discretionary Housing Payment of £500,000 from Middlesbrough Council towards bedroom tax arrears in 2013/2014.

b) EH and TVH has adopted a “soft” approach on debt recovery of rent arrears due to the bedroom tax, including a relaxation on evictions and more dialogue with tenants. Funds from other areas of the business are being used to subsidise this. The EH and TVH current objective is to support those affected by the bedroom tax, and a more sympathetic approach towards tenants in financial difficulties is being adopted. This will support the containment of arrears for some.
c) No tenants have been evicted because of problems surmising from the bedroom tax at the time of our investigation.

8.2    Income Management – areas for improvement

a) Rent arrears are currently at £1.4 million, predicted to rise to £2 million this year.  This could increase to £3 million and at this level some services would be put under considerable financial pressure, and possibly be reduced or cut altogether. The current approach being taken with tenants is not working and will soon impact on other tenants in terms of cuts to services as mentioned above
b) EH/TVH only has a contingency plan to cover for the increasing bedroom tax arrears in the short term. Funds from other areas are being used to support this loss; this means that these other areas will be short of funding. Funds in reserve at the present time, will be used to offset some of the debt, this will weaken the landlords position in the future.
c) EH and TVH have no control over the funding of Discretionary payment by Councils who have all adopted a separate approach. Tenants not in rent arrears could be affected by the loss of services, this may have an effect on the way they see the landlord as a provider, and could lead to them looking at the private rented sector.
d) When Universal Credit comes into effect, EH/TVH will have a large cash flow deficit, and the panel are not aware of any contingency plans in place. A reward scheme for tenants to encourage them to sign direct debits, or pay on time and pay off rent arrears should improve debt recovery. One of the main successes of a similar scheme in Alliance Homes and Orbit was to immediately see a number of small debts cleared on accounts to access the rewards system.
e) EH accounts set up a “contingency fund” from the rent increase to benefit tenants due to welfare reform. However, the Panel were informed that money from rent increases has been directed to home improvements and boilers/cladding and not only to tenants in arrears as suggested in the accounts.
f)      The Income Management policy has not been reviewed since 2009. The policy has not taken into account any changes including welfare reform. The Panel would like to see EH/TVH benchmark rent recovery and welfare reform with other landlords to see if other landlords can give advice on how to improve debt recovery.
9. Tenant Involvement 
a) Tenant Involvement needs much more publicity from EH/TVH.

b) The current number of involved tenants with EH/TVH is approx. 80 to 100 tenants on a database, with approximately 40 of these actively involved.

c) Involved customers do get access to some training which can help them with access to work and other training courses. A review of the Tenant Involvement Framework concluded in May 2014. It would be beneficial if the proposed structure had the facility to incorporate a reward system to reward tenants for their involvement and participation in helping EH and TVH to improve services.

10.    Anti-social behaviour and nuisance

a)  The EH Scrutiny report on ASB should be implemented which supports a  better ASB service for tenants. We know that ASB can be a strong factor in causing some tenants to leave their properties, and can in some instances cause multiple terminations on an estate where problems occur.
b)   The panel examined documentation and files from eight ex-tenants to try and understand the reasons why people were leaving and found that being the victim of ASB can have a significant impact on retention. The findings from these ex-tenants can be supplied on request. 
c)   The case studies underline what is already known by tenants: that antisocial behaviour is still a big issue: drink, drugs, noise, nuisance, football nuisance, unruly children and litter make for an unpleasant neighbourhood. It highlighted some issues for the Panel below:

· To retain tenants EH/TVH should try vigorously to tackle antisocial behaviour. Although it must be noted that the legal systems and slow legal processes, e.g. getting a case to court, and getting bad tenants evicted, are outside the organisation’s control. 
· A fast-track system to transfer good tenants should be implemented if EH/TCVH is unable to tackle the perpetrator

· When good tenants say that they have a problem and ask for help and advice, then immediate support should be given.

· Dusk to dawn lights and burglar alarms, are deterrents to antisocial behaviour and would make the tenants feel safer and more secure in their homes.
11.   The Scrutiny of rewards within the Fabrick group 
The Scrutiny Panel reviewed the performance of the Erimus and Tees Valley landlords in specific areas and satisfaction with services. The panel interviewed staff and tenants about the issues. In particular, the panel spoke to Heads of Service, neighbourhood managers and front line staff and spoke to customers who had left their homes for a home in the private sector.

The panel also researched other housing providers who have Rewards schemes in place

11.1  Existing rewards in place within Fabrick
We found some small rewards have been offered with different degrees of success, however: 
a) The existing rewards scheme is ineffective and has no bite. The amount of reward is small with a £100 prize draw per quarter per area being drawn for tenants with a clear rent account for 12 weeks. The panel’s view is that this has little effect on tenants to change or actively improve the way that they pay their rent and if the scheme is not well known by tenants generally. 

b) A rewards leaflet informs tenants of the scheme, and also the amounts of reward on offer. These incentives are not working, to improve tenant retention. No consideration has been given to tenants for maintaining tenancy agreements or those who keep their property in good condition or go the extra mile for their community. There is little or no incentive to remain a good tenant. 

c) The Policy document relating to the scheme above is dated 2008, and gives no update or review date on the document. It states that a review will be given to Boards 12 months after the above date but the Panel could not locate this review

d) The ‘Support to Stay’ Thorntree pilot is proving effective in helping tenants to hold on to their tenancies by providing information advice guidance and support for vulnerable tenants and people with chaotic lifestyles. Young people are given training and support to show them how to be good considerate tenants and issued with a “golden ticket” that gives them a higher rating when applying for properties.
e) The Golden Goodbye was covered in the previous scrutiny on voids. It provides a small incentive to leave the home in good condition by the outgoing tenants – this was expected to reduce void costs and the re-letting times. The panel found £25 is given to tenants giving 4 weeks’ notice; £25 is given for a pre termination visit to determine the condition of the property and to allow access fro into pre-letting repairs and viewings and £50 is given for the home to be left in clean and tidy condition, including the external of the home. The payment can also be given to the family of deceased tenant. Any payment made is offset against outstanding arrears
11.2  Findings of previous Scrutiny panels
The Tees Valley Scrutiny panel who reviewed the Void service in October 2013 also suggested:
· An incentive offered was only offered when notice is given. It was not widely known and should be published in the tenant magazine to raise awareness. Tenants departing could then plan a lead up to a time when they leave the home in good condition

· This reward should also be published in the welcome pack and be emphasised to new tenants

· The incentives were not high enough, a void home on average costs £3K to repair. £100 maximum current incentive is insufficient to inspire or change tenants behaviour

· They felt the following breakdown would have been more fair:
· £50 – cleaning of home

· £100 – rubbish removal

· £100 – internal of the home left in good condition

· £50 – externals/garden clear of rubbish and in good condition

· £25 – 4 weeks’ notice given by tenants to move

· £25 – visit from staff before the home is vacant to measure up for repairs

· The Panel felt the incentives might lead to positive behaviour by departing tenants and felt that the full amount paid should be more than 4 weeks rent (excluding service charges), but this would still be in the region of £2500 less of a cost that TVH would pay for a void
f) White goods are supplied in Intermediate Market Rent and homes for sale.
g) Christmas hampers were given to tenants by EH some years ago, this has ceased but many tenants felt this was a popular reward
12.   Qualifying criteria used by other housing providers
In June 2014 the panel considered some of the qualifying criteria that other housing providers put in place for their customers to be eligible to be in a Rewards scheme. We have listed here some of these qualifying criteria which we feel could support the retention of good tenants, although the findings of the working group mentioned earlier in this report are developing these options further:
Rent and arrears 
· Tenants must have a clear account or be in credit

· Sign up to a direct debit or a jam jar account

· Tenants in arrears qualify provided they are making the payments which are agreed on top of the rent, without fail
Gardening 
· The garden must be clean and tidy. The Neighbourhood and property staff can take tenants off the scheme if they observe poorly maintained gardens/drives etc.
Good neighbour 
· Tenants must not be guilty of ASB/nuisance/crime

· Tenants must maintain the tenancy agreement and criteria in the tenant handbook

· If there is a good neighbour agreement in your area – you must be a member
Repairs 
· Tenants must not be guilty of deliberate damage which is not fair wear and tear

· Tenants must allow first time access by appointment for gas servicing 
13.   Incentives and rewards provided by other housing providers 
Thirteen encourages self-help for customers. A Rewards scheme is in-keeping with this philosophy. The panel believe the culture of a Reward scheme would support the retention (and some attraction) of tenants. Listed below are some examples of incentives and rewards offered by other landlords with Reward schemes. 
· Participating and Involved tenants

· Additional rewards are given to tenants who get engaged with their landlord through volunteering, surveys, feedback or meetings to improve services for other tenants or to improve their neighbourhood

Extra benefits to encourage membership on rent/arrears

· Monthly or weekly draw for those who pay in advance – vouchers or points

Repairs and maintenance
· Appointment service for repairs, including Saturdays

· £2000 in extra services prize draw – like decorating, gardening, handyman service, extra kitchen cupboards or improvements

· Access to tool hire like a lawn mower

· Access to a handyperson service / gardening service

· Access to enhanced repair and improvement materials

Transfer and Mutual Exchange

· Priority transfers for good tenants, linked to the current “management lets” which operate.

· One to one support from CBL or neighbourhood staff to find mutual exchanges
Anti-social behaviour
· Dusk to dawn lights and burglar alarms, are deterrents to antisocial behaviour and would make the tenants feel safer and more secure in their homes.

Other incentives

· Priority access to a garage letting

· Access to discount cards/vouchers for some stores

· A catalogue for people to choose from for discounted white goods etc.
· Support for  tenants in receipt of the landlord discretionary allowance in return for volunteering in the community

14.
  Research of Reward schemes at other organisations
The Panel looked at schemes at:
· Irwell Valley

· Alliance Homes

· Southway Housing Trust

· Coast & Country Housing
· Darlington Council
· New Forest District Council
14.1  Irwell Valley Diamond Reward Service
The Diamond Service replaced the Gold Reward Service in 2012. Diamond Service was introduced to make sure the best customers receive the best services and customer benefits. 
The main qualification criteria to become a Diamond Service member are:

· Pay your rent and any agreement to repay rent arrears, regularly and on time, every week or month (depending on your payment arrangements with Irwell Valley) for 26 consecutive weeks 

· Adhere to the terms of your tenancy agreement
If a tenant missed a rent payment or breaches the terms of the tenancy agreement, they will immediately lose their Diamond Service membership.

To requalify for membership tenants will then need to build up another 26 weeks of rent payments – paid regularly and on time – and ensure they abide by the terms of your tenancy agreement.
Improvements - Good tenants are rewarded through additional choices in bathrooms and kitchens, tenants who do not qualify for the diamond service do not get planned improvements

Repairs -The tenants in the rewards scheme get to queue jump on repairs hotline and have access to a wider range of repairs. Those who do not qualify for the reward scheme get basic health and safety only repairs.
Rent payments - The Diamond Service also offers qualifying members the fantastic opportunity to take part in a £2000 weekly prize draw.
The Irwell Valley Reward scheme hold weekly prize drawers for qualifying customers with the prize being £2,000 for the lucky tenant. This draw is completed each week and therefore costs them £104k per annum. 

If a tenant wins a prize, but has arrears on their rent account , the landlord will deduct any money they owed, such as rent arrears, garage arrears and rechargeable repairs, from the prize amount and pay any remaining balance to the tenant.
14.2  Alliance Homes pro-points scheme
Alliance Homes agreed the basis on which they to allocate points. The reward system was funded by their last rent increase and can be changed, be increased or reduced at any time. It gives the landlord flexibility in operating the scheme and the qualifying criteria and reward type and cost.It took Alliance homes 6 months to research and implements the pro-points scheme.
This is at the discretion of the landlord but typically there are four qualifying criteria:

· Clear rent account at all times

· Valid gas certificate in place

· No anti-social behaviour

· No breaches of tenancy

Bonus points can be awarded for any reason that the landlord choses. For example:

· Moving to Direct Debit for rent payment

· Adjusting payment patterns to suit the new welfare benefit regime

· Participating in community engagement

· Giving extra notice weeks prior to end of tenancy

Qualifying residents were all awarded with points to the value of £5 to interest them into the scheme. The number of points awarded for each activity and the value of points is at the landlords’ discretion. Residents’ point accounts are updated monthly using a computer transfer process between the landlord and Community Reward Services, a Dutch firm who also administer a similar reward system for Orbit Housing.

Residents can cash in points at £5 denominations, ordering online or by telephone. Tenants can choose from an array of nationally accepted vouchers determined by the landlord; vouchers for products and services to improve the living environment or simply to make life more pleasant. In addition, residents can use bespoke vouchers at connected local suppliers and community enterprises.

14.3  Southways Housing Trust
Southway Housing Trust (Didsbury, Manchester) launched their Reward scheme, “Southway Rewards” in September 2014 which serves as a good example of a prize draw scheme similar to Irwell Valley Housing.

Their scheme has a monthly prize draw of three prizes (£1,000 and two £500) with an extra three draws in the weeks up to Christmas, and an additional quarterly draw which might offer 100 tablets, shopping/gardening vouchers for example, with the draws targeted at different groups of customers depending on strategic priorities or demographics (eg digital inclusion, young/old customers).
The cost of their Reward scheme is £141K a year, which includes promotion and publicity, set up costs, IT costs and a £26K contingency for any extra publicity they may wish to use over the year.
14.4  Coast & Country Reward Scheme 
The Reward scheme is small scale and operates as follows:
· Clear/credit rent accounts - A draw is held every quarter for all customers who have a clear or credit rent account. They are informed by the rent officer if they have won and asked which shopping vouchers they would like (£50 each). The list of winners is then put in the customer magazine (not full names, e.g. Mrs P of Eston). They are encouraged to tell family and friends of this scheme. At Christmas a draw is held for a bigger and better prize (flat screen TV etc.).
· Direct debit incentives - There is a quarterly draw of a £100 voucher held for tenants who pay by direct debit. It does not matter if the tenant is in arrears, as long as they are keeping to their agreement and pay by direct debit.
· Garden competitions - have ceased as some people are excluded when they a tidy garden but cannot afford plants etc.
· Advance payments - All new tenants are asked to pay a full weeks rent at sign up and after a year this is refunded. This is not enforced but the success rate is 99% collection. If the tenant has missed some rent payments this is not rewarded. It is explained that this is to get them off to the best possible start and help in change of circumstance or unexpected expense.
14.5
Darlington Council
The Council considered a reward scheme in 2008, and polled their staff and tenants, finding 80% of respondents were in favour of a reward scheme. They proposed education grants, golden goodbyes; community chest funds for communities; low cost insurance; priority garage allocation; faster repairs and Saturday appointments; entries into competitions and prize draws; discount cards in shops, good neighbour reward and access to equipment to improve the gardens. 

Leaseholders were to benefit from a smaller reward for payment of service charges. New tenants were to benefit by way of a handyperson to help them settle in with small jobs like fixing curtain tracks, shelves and gardening etc.
14.6
New Forest District Council 
New Forest District Council considered a reward scheme in 2005 and researched though the involvement team and outside consultants, the introduction of a reward scheme, speaking to staff and customers. They felt rewards would reward and encourage positive behaviour, make neighbourhoods more desirable, deliver services based on rights and responsibilities, reduce negative expenditure, reduce ASB, motivate incentivise customers and colleagues and deliver choice. 
They looked to replicate the Gold Service at Irwell Valley. They also planned to investigate energy discount, involving young people and to link this to staff rewards by introducing an ABCD award – (above and beyond the call of duty) allowing tenants to nominate staff who have gone the extra mile. 
They quantified the introduction of the gold service to be £38-46k much of which could be recouped through the efficiency savings of reducing actions on negative behaviour which they estimated to be £1.4m representing 7.9% of turnover based on costs of relets, vandalism, arrears. They planned a 5% efficiency saving on the above, the costs of setting up the gold service at that time was 3.3% of that expenditure.
15.
    Headline recommendations 
While there is an obvious connection between reward and retention we have only one recommendation concerning the former and a number concerning the latter. 

Concerning the recommendation for a reward scheme, a Thirteen working group of staff and customers has already been set up and is investigating the potential to introduce a reward scheme. This group will present their findings at the May 2015 Boards for consideration. 

We would wish the Board to consider all of the recommendations relating to rewards and retention (sections below). 

15.1    Key recommendations to implement a Tenant Reward Scheme

The Panel believe that the positive behaviour encouraged by a Rewards scheme will retain tenants and will also reduce negative expenditure on recovery of arrears, tackling ASB, low level nuisance and the costs of voids works. 
The scheme can be developed slowly and built upon, year on year, like those Rewards schemes which already exist with other housing providers, starting first in addressing some of the major problems of arrears and retention.
We therefore recommend that a working group of customers and staff be developed to explore the various Reward schemes currently implemented by other housing providers (section 12) in more detail. This group will explore the costs, benefits and outcomes for a scheme for the Thirteen group and report its findings in May 2015. (Note, as mentioned earlier this group is already in place and has met twice in December and January)
We feel there are the following compelling arguments for implementing a Reward scheme, including:
· clearing low level arrears which require chasing but result in no legal action but are time consuming for staff
· enabling access for contractors for first time appointments on gas servicing

· offering an incentive to stay with us as a tenant and thus help us compete with the private rented sector

· incentivising rent payments to be eligible for the reward scheme, which would help with the onset on universal credit

· showing thanks to the 80% of good customers that maintain their tenancy and want to remain tenants

· encouraging tenants to leave their homes in good order  
· encouraging tenants, through incentives, to work with their landlord to get on line, manage their rent accounts more closely, get involved through surveys and give us their feedback
· encourage those with low level nuisance to make small changes to their behaviour which will enable gardens and estates to be neat and tidy, where tenants would be proud to live
· encouraging tenants to be involved by rewarding them for involvement
·  incentivising direct debits, jam-jar accounts and improved access to affordable credit through Credit Unions or similar
The findings of this Scrutiny panel and the Vela Scrutiny panel believe that the positive behaviour encouraged by a Rewards scheme will retain tenants and will also reduce negative expenditure on behaviours as listed above. 

15.2    Key recommendations for increasing tenant retention

Given the time delay in this report getting to Boards a number of actions have been taken on board by managers since the initial presentation to them in June 2014 and continue to be developed under Thirteen.

Therefore prior to the action plan for outstanding recommendations being developed during the coming months we have indicated below (in italics in purple) the landlords’ first response at this point in time.
1. Continue with the family and friends scheme to encourage new customers to access properties close to their family and friends, thereby increasing the sustainability of neighbourhoods and retaining tenants who might otherwise move to be closer to their family.

Agreed - could be an appropriate time to re-launch this initiative. 

2. The success of the Support to Stay pilot be evaluated with a view to expanding the service to more vulnerable customers and families to allow them to remain in their properties

Complete- scheme to be extended 

3. Discretion be given to allow hard to let properties to be brought up to the standard of the private rented sector, with regard to additional furnishings, carpets and white goods.
      Complete- included in empty property strategy  
4. Staff on neighbourhoods be equipped with laptops/tablets to show customers that their concerns are being recorded and actioned

Complete - mobile working piloted ( taking the office in to the home) and specified as a feature of new Management Information System 

5. As soon as a request for a transfer or a mutual exchange is made it should be flagged up with the local manager so that early intervention by relevant identified teams is initiated

Agreed – to be developed as part of the approach in neighbourhoods
6. Erimus and Tees Valley consider their continued membership of the CBL system Compass and consider other alternatives to make letting properties easier and quicker for customers and staff to understand and deliver.

Agreed - Proposal being considered to move away from current  CBL criteria in some instances to make access to housing easier and improve demand .     

7. The criteria for letting properties be reviewed in order to encourage new tenants and retain existing tenants who are wanting to move

Agreed  - see point 6 above 
8. Introduce group sign-ups for new tenants to help them understand the range of services on offer form the landlord and thereby the benefits of being our tenant. This will develops a loyalty and should increase retention
      Complete – proving successful 

9. The Panel would like to see a training and information officer in the Tandem team to filter help advice and information through to tenants, including drop in centres in area offices.

Not agreed – Leadership team response to be discussed with the panel.  

10. Consider acquiring the appropriate licence (Consumer Credit Licence) to allow more detailed and thorough debt advice to be given to tenants of all ages

Agreed – included in  Inclusion Strategy

11. Consider new tenants’ ability to afford and maintain their property, and refer to internal money advice via Tandem where appropriate and agreed with the new tenant

Agreed – partially complete. More new cases are referred to money and advice team to test affordability before sign –up.    

12. In order to attract and retain future tenants, the benefits and affordability of becoming a social housing tenant with E/TV is promoted more widely through advertising and creative marketing

Agreed 

13. In order to retain tenants who are struggling financially the Panel would like to see education/advice on training/employment,  which is currently offered by EH/TVH, to be more widely promoted to all tenants
Complete – Thirteen Employability Team now operating across all Partner Landlords.  
14. To prevent estates declining due to long term voids, we recommend benchmarking with external as well as internal organisations to reduce re-let times

Agreed – in place as part of Empty Homes Strategy   

15. When a person gives notice to leave their property, they should receive a visit from an officer within two working days to try and understand the reasons and suggest support mechanisms to help them stay.

Agreed in part - we aim to see as many tenants wishing to leave or transfer as possible, discussion needed to agree timescale.    
16. In the light of increasing rent arrears through the bedroom tax and Universal Credit, a contingency plan should be developed to support and advise customers who are affected by this and to project which services might be reduced or affected as a result.

Not agreed – Leadership team response to be discussed with the panel.  

17. We recommend that the Boards consider their own Discretionary Housing fund to assist and support our tenants

Agreed - Proposal going to February 2015 Board meetings. 

18. The “contingency fund” which was set up should be explained in a clear and transparent manner and held accountable for how it has been spent or not.

Not agreed – Leadership team response to be discussed with the panel. 
19. The Income management policy should be reviewed as soon as possible to inform and suggest improvements to how we deal with welfare reform and debt recovery.

Agreed - to be reviewed group-wide in 2015 with Income and Debt Recovery Strategy

20. ASB from one or more tenants can have a dramatic impact on the numbers of terminations on an estate or neighbourhood. We recommend that where trends of high terminations are observed that extra resources are allocated early in the process (dusk to dawn lighting, security measures and emotional support) to support the victims to prevent them from leaving. 
Partially agreed - More clarity and debate required. We have experienced higher than desirable turnover in recent time, most of which we believe is not as a result of ASB but  from welfare reform and affordability issues.    
16.    What we would like to happen next

The panel believe we have captured the headline recommendations we would like to see improved in this report.  We are aware that some of the recommendations above have since been completed under the new Thirteen Group and we would like you to address any outstanding actions at each landlord individually in an action plan. 

The panel realise that a number of changes are being made to policy and working arrangements though Thirteen and that these may impact on the recommendations above. 

The panel will arrange to meet with the lead officers for the outstanding actions above to discuss;

· Quick wins

· On-going projects

· Actions to be addressed during Thirteen policy reviews

Our meetings will agree deadlines for our recommendations to be implemented

Finally thank you for the opportunity to scrutinise Tenant reward and retention. We look forward to working with you on our next service review.
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