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Thirteen Customer Scrutiny panel 

“Promoting a positive product to our customers”

1. Who we are 
We are the Thirteen Customer Scrutiny panel, a team of customers from the four landlords of Erimus Housing, Housing Hartlepool, Tees Valley Housing and Tristar Homes. 

We formed in November 2014 to work in partnership with Thirteen Group and to provide an in-depth, critical-friend role looking at services which we feel are important to customers. In carrying out this review we spent approximately 1,100 volunteer hours to complete it.
2. Why we chose to scrutinise this area
Changing market conditions and increased competition from the private rented sector has led to reduced demand for our properties and an increasing numbers of voids over recent years. The panel sought to identify how Thirteen Group can improve its marketability and thereby attract more customers as a provider of choice. 

The panel also wanted to understand where communication with existing customers is in need of improvement and make customer suggestions for improving how we communicate our core and secondary business products. The panel looked for ideas for how the landlords of the Thirteen Group could increase their standing as the housing provider of choice and be a landlord to be proud of, with particular focus on improving communication to potential, new customers as well as existing.
A specific focus was placed on how we might promote our properties and services to new customer groups, drawing on customer research, ideas from other landlords and by reviewing the private sector offer. The secondary focus was on gathering existing customer feedback on where communication with them could be improved and their view on how we can develop our communication channels. 

3. Our approach
For our approach we spoke to customers and staff in a variety of ways and benchmarked the Thirteen Group. The specific findings of these approaches can be found in section 7 of this report, but consisted of:
· Carrying out face-to-face surveys with customers in the three main customer outlets (Rivers, Stratford and Titan Houses) to gather views on how we use the customer outlets to promote our services and customer communication issues. 

· Distributing the same surveys in all customer outlets for customers to fill in. In total 71 surveys were completed using both these approaches.

· Carrying out a Facebook survey over five days across each landlord’s Facebook page, on how we could improve our websites and social media to promote our services, from which 17 customers gave us their views.

· Holding a focus group of reception staff from our customer outlets to get their perspective on how we promote our properties and services there and communication issues being raised by customers generally.

· Holding a focus group of staff from the three Customer Contact teams to understand the problems they encounter regarding customer communication issues across the business.

· Holding a focus group of young people from “Know Your Money” (young person’s project in Middlesbrough) to get their perspective on young people’s awareness of social housing, the Thirteen Group and access to our housing.
· Meeting with staff from the KYM project to get their perspective on the issues affecting young people mentioned above.
· Interviewing University accommodation officers from the three Universities based in Stockton, Middlesbrough and Hartlepool to carry out a similar exercise with students.
· Looking at other social housing providers’ websites to identify good practice in how they promote their housing and services to their customers.

· Carrying out a staff survey to gather their views on what aspects of communication they feel we could improve upon and how, from which 40 staff gave us their views.
4.  Document review
In carrying out this service review we reviewed the following documents: 
· Accommodation and Empty Property strategy (2015)
· Customer Service strategy (2015)
· Inclusion strategy (2015)
· Housing Awareness survey (November 2014) 
· Neighbourhood Service Standards (outcomes for quarter 3, 2014)

5. Further evidence

We received presentations from:

· Group Director of Operations

· Two Heads of Housing Services 

· Customer Service manager
· Head of ICT

We requested, however did not receive, a presentation from the Head of Communications.
6.   Recommendations
We have listed a number of strengths and requests for improvement in each section of the report. Here we list our key recommendations, followed by our secondary recommendations: 
Key recommendations

The marketing of the Thirteen group and its other services
Thirteen Group needs to promote itself more, focussing specifically on what social housing is, who it is for, as well the benefits of living in one of their properties. This includes wider promotion of the other services they provide, and can be done by: 
KR1   Improving its branding to differentiate and promote itself positively away from the stigma of Council Housing. A particular focus should be on attracting new customers and challenging the preconceptions held by potential customers.

KR2   Utilising the available advertising space on the 450 fleet vehicles currently on the road daily, to provide more information about who we are and what we provide.

KR3   Delivering a training programme to all customer-facing staff so they have an understanding of all the services and products that the Thirteen Group can offer to customers.

Promoting our housing options and empty properties

Thirteen should develop a more commercial approach to letting empty homes and partner with estate agents who adopt such approaches. As a result of visiting four estate agents, we make the following recommendations:

KR4   Consider locating the Thirteen outlets next to where the other estate agents are located in the townships, or agree a commercial contract where estate agents will advertise and market Thirteen empty homes.

KR5   Train or employ dedicated marketing staff to “sell” empty homes in Thirteen’s customer outlets.

KR6    Display the empty homes in all of Thirteen’s outlets in a style similar to estate agents, making best of window space, to achieve a strong image and brand.
Improving the customer outlets

We visited four customer outlets and conducted surveys with customers visiting them. As a result we feel the outlets should;

KR7   Showcase examples of white goods available from local credit unions including costs and repayment plans. Washing machines, dryers and cookers to be displayed in the form of a mock kitchen to promote these products.
KR8    Display promotional videos about the housing products and services the Thirteen group offer on the TV screens in the outlets, in social media and through local events held to encourage more customers to get involved.
KR9   Install free wi-fi in all customer receptions so customers can access social media while they are waiting to be seen.

Promoting what we do to young people

Thirteen could do more to promote homes for young people and for the student market. As a result of our interviews with KYM, accommodation officers and students union representatives in 3 universities we make the following recommendations:
KR10  Develop a shared accommodation offer which is popular with this market.
KR11  Build on the current offer for new builds/refurbishments and purpose built accommodation in Middlesbrough and Hartlepool for students.
KR12  Expand the Liveability programme for young people run by KYM across all 4 landlords, to ensure all new tenants under 25 can take part in it.
Communication with customers

Thirteen Group need to improve the responsiveness of their communications with customers and adopt a variety of methods to do this. The following recommendations are made to improve this; 
KR13  Training should be delivered by Customer Contact team to all departments so they understand more clearly the contact team’s job role, the importance of customer service and the effect it can have on customer satisfaction.
KR14  All departments should have at least basic staff cover in place during the times that the contact team are open to allow customers to speak to an officer at all times.
KR15  When customers are on hold for the Contact Centre to answer, the messages they hear should outline who might be responsible for their query, giving examples of queries dealt with by the Council, their landlord or those which are their own responsibility as a tenant. This will reduce avoidable contact. 
Improving our website offer
The landlords’ websites and the Compass website need improving to make them more informative, simpler to use and easier to navigate. This will attract more customers and prevent them from seeking other housing options. We recommend;
KR16   The landlord and Compass websites to be modified to resemble other private sector websites such as Rightmove and Zoopla, to make it easier for potential customers to search for homes.

KR17  Consultation should take place with existing and potential customers, using a “task and finish” approach, to develop the new websites and social media offer including their self-service aspects.
KR18  The landlord websites need to be made compatible with mobile phones linking to the Facebook and Twitter accounts. 
Improving our social media offer
Thirteen Group should expand their use of social media to make it easier for existing customers to get information about their services, housing products and events. This media could be used to promote the benefits of social housing to potential customers. We recommend that:
KR19  Basic training on social media should be provided to all staff to explain how this can be used as an effective means of communication with existing and potential customers.
KR20  Thirteen Group and the landlords should produce short videos for customers such as how to register for a home, the services we offer and the benefits of social housing. These should be placed on the landlord websites and promoted through social media. 
KR21  The mobile app being piloted by Tristar Homes should be introduced across all the landlords in the Thirteen Group.
KR22  Customers should be able to have an online conversation or Skype-in from offices/homes to speak to an advisor in the call centre. 
Secondary recommendations
1) Targeted campaigns to specific groups of customers/ geographical areas using Roadshows, joining up approaches across departments.
2) Promoting Thirteen group and their products at regional events and festivals to reach out to wider audiences and help attract new customers.
3) Diversify the marketing of the Thirteen Group brand/image across a variety of advertising mediums such as billboards, buses, TV and radio. 
4) Producing a downloadable document available to all tenants with an A-Z of Thirteen Group and landlord services, which is mirrored on the websites.

5) When the landlords send correspondence to customers these should include  case studies of people who have been helped using their other services to encourage more take up of these services 
6) Holding coffee mornings/drop in sessions more regularly on the estates in the local community centres to promote landlord and Thirteen Group services.
7) Adopting a single approach to reporting performance against customer standards across all four landlords so local information can be communicated simply and clearly.
8) Improve the display and marketing of the leasehold and shared ownership properties in the customer outlets.

9) Open all customer outlets on Saturdays and have late-night openings on certain days.
10) Make use of the wall space in main arteries of shopping centres to advertise Thirteen’s empty homes.

11) Create mobile units like SKY TV to promote the availability of Thirteen’s empty homes.

12) Advertise Thirteen’s empty homes in the property sections of local newspapers.

13) The viewing of hard-to-let voids should be conducted in a manner similar to the private sector with open viewings, to allow customers to see the property prior to making a bid.

14) Advertise empty homes in KYM and other similar young person’s centres in Hartlepool and Stockton.

15) Provide training to staff from KYM and other young people support agencies in the three core towns, on how to help young people navigate the Compass system.
16) All departments must inform the Customer Contact team when any bulk correspondence is to be sent to customers and the appropriate response, to prevent subsequent communication problems for customers.
17) Staff working in the neighbourhoods should have refresher training on what repairs are the tenant’s responsibility to avoid misinformation being given to customers.

18) If a member of staff is not contactable by phone, any calls to them should keep diverting to other staff members until the call is answered.
19) Lessons learned from all complaints should be passed to all staff members so that future calls and situations of a similar nature can be more effectively dealt with.
20) All key communications for customers should be produced with customer input using a task and finish approach to ensure they are in Plain English and the content is relevant and informative. These should be hand delivered by staff and/or involved customers.
21) The Tenant handbook should be modernised and a copy given to all customers in their choice of format (hard copy or DVD) and a downloadable version placed on the landlord websites.

22) The Group sign ups should be evaluated using a Customer Service Investigator approach with customers to see how they could be improved.

23) Text messages should be more widely utilised to communicate with customers regarding appointments for repairs, gas servicing and to promote thirteen’s other services.

24) The qualities we found which we liked about other social housing providers’ websites and Facebook pages (section 7.5) should be considered when developing the new websites across the Group.
25) The registration process for Compass needs to be modified to make it shorter and simpler to complete, so a new customer can do this much more quickly than they can at present.

26) Clear instructions for legal documents that are required by the customer when completing their application to Compass should be displayed.
27) Landlord Facebook and Twitter pages should be clearly promoted in the outlet/reception areas and customers encouraged to use them by staff.
28) Young people from KYM should work with Thirteen on their social media offer to make it more user-friendly and attractive to young people.
7 . More details of our research findings
The recommendations above have been made following a number of different approaches gathering evidence from a variety of sources. In this section we outline our findings and observations from these approaches.
7.1 Customer outlets
7.1.1 Thirteen customer outlets
The Scrutiny Panel compared the customer outlets used by the Thirteen Group with more commercial property outlets such as estate agents.

To investigate this the  Panel visited several Thirteen customer outlets; Rivers House (Middlesbrough), Stratford House (Stockton), Titan House (Hartlepool) and the Coulby Newham, (Area 4, Middlesbrough). These were then contrasted with the commercial outlets of various estate agents. Observations are as follows;

Strengths

a) Some of the hard-to-let properties advertised in the outlets have enhanced incentives offered such as carpets, curtains and even white goods to improve their lettability.
b) Some properties available to-let are advertised on posters in the outlet offices (with the exception of Titan House where there are none)
c) There are self-service ICT kiosks for customers to use in all of the main outlets and staff can help customers to use these.

d) Outlet staff can help customers to fill in forms as many customers cannot read or write.

e) Customers can get help and advice about furniture needs, and help applying for community grants as well as Discretionary Housing payments.
f) Problems customers may have with gas and electricity connections can be sorted out at the outlets by the reception staff.

g) If there is a problem with language some staff will use ‘Babel Fish’ (on-line translation service) to help translate for the customer.
Areas for improvement

a) The appearance of the outlets varies markedly with some appearing uninviting to new customers, while others are brighter and more welcoming. It is the Panel’s view that more consistency is needed in how they look and the way services are promoted and branded.

b) Properties are advertised in Rivers House and Stratford House, via printed sheets but these are of poor quality, regarding photos and details they contain. Little emphasis is placed on maximising the use of wall space for displaying properties, in fact Titan House and Coulby Newham have no properties advertised at all which is an opportunity missed.

c) Too much emphasis is being placed in the outlets on customers using the kiosks to look for properties, which is not the preferred approach for many customers. Some of these kiosks in some schemes and outlets are still not working as they should. They cost £5,000 each per year with no way of knowing if they are being used 

d) The latest landlord newsletters are not on display in each outlet.

e) The opportunity for a confidential discussion needs to be promoted more to customers in the outlets to ensure more privacy for customers. It is a concern that some customers care giving personal information over the desk while other customers may be listening.
f) Reception areas sometimes appear understaffed to deal with the volume of walk in customers resulting in long queues and poor customer service. There is no public wi-fi available in the customer outlets, which if introduced would allow customers to access social media and websites on their phones while waiting.
g) Outlets have restricted opening times, and are closed on a Saturday.

h) Customers visiting the outlets reported being told that it takes more than 30 days to process their registration onto the Compass system which puts them off from applying for a home.
i) Thirteen Group do not advertise outside of their current buildings and outlet areas.

j) Clear signage needs displaying outside of Titan House to prevent persons accessing the flats next door.

7.1.2  Estate agents 
The Panel visited four estate agents to compare and contrast their customer areas and approach to marketing with those of Thirteen group’s customer outlets. The Panel felt that the following qualities should be adopted at Thirteen which were not present (or consistent) in the four Thirteen customer outlets visited:

a) Estate agents had a warm and welcoming feel. They were professional, knowledgeable and informative giving an air of confidence and specialism.

b) They displayed lots of large photos of their products in their windows and inside, with comprehensive details of each property. 

c) Properties can be viewed prior to making a decision about expressing interest in letting the property, sometimes even when the house is still occupied.

d) The average time to check a person’s references for a property takes two weeks and reference checks are often a light touch.

e) Estate agents offer late night opening and are open on Saturdays and would be willing to advertise Thirteen’s homes.

f) Estate agents charge a management fee to secure a property which is usually £200-300. In addition to this a deposit is always required which is usually one month’s rent plus £100. 

7.2 Websites used for advertising properties 
7.2.1 Compass website advertising Thirteen’s landlords’ properties 
Strengths                   

a) The process to log into Compass was quick and only took two minutes which enables visitors to use the Compass website.
b) When a person registers in an outlet for Compass there is a face-to-face discussion with an officer explaining the process and how frequently properties in different areas are likely to become available. 

c) There are links to the Compass CBL system from all the new kiosks being installed across the group.
d) The range of incentives (carpets, white goods etc..) to attract new and existing customers are mentioned on the Compass adverts and at the viewing stage to help let the property more easily.
Areas for improvement

a) There are 19 sections to fill in to register with the Compass CBL system, which acts as a barrier for a lot of people. There are lots of repetitive questions and parts of it which are not clear.

b) After log-on the process of registration takes at least 30 minutes and over an hour if you have complicated circumstances. 

c) The Compass site is difficult to navigate and has very limited search facilities. There are no photos of the inside of the properties when compared to Rightmove/Zoopla (see below) and less local details.

d) Properties on Compass do not have the room sizes on. It would be helpful to add these so potential customers can make a more informed choice.
e) Customers interested in a property cannot view the property prior to making a bid, and only have the photo and limited details to consider.
f) Properties are being increasingly marketed on Rightmove but are not branded as Thirteen properties just basic “property to let”. This does not promote the fact that such properties require no deposit or fee which is a unique selling point compared to the private rented sector. 

7.2.2 Private sector websites (Rigthmove and Zoopla)

Rightmove and Zoopla are commercial websites used by private landlords to advertise their properties and contain properties from estate agents, lettings agents and private individuals. 

What we liked about these websites 

a) These websites are very simple to use and understand. It is possible to search for properties by price, property type, location and how recently they were first advertised. You can also filter your results to see if they are furnished, the type of let or whether you are looking for a retirement property. 
b) All properties have a map of where the property is located and “street view” so you can see what the road and neighbourhood looks like.
c) Website provides easy to understand graphs and charts showing comparable rents for the area and what broadband connectivity is like there.
d) Other sections give information about crime levels, landlord type, employment levels and family types. Information also shows all the primary and secondary schools within a radius of the property and which are easier to access. It also lists the Ofsted rating for each school.

e) A star rating for the town regarding community and safety, entertainment and nightlife, parks and recreation, restaurants and shopping, schools and public services and transport and travel.

f) The streets with the highest turnover in the town are shown. 

g) You can arrange a viewing online with the click of a button.
h) You can save properties you are interested in and add your own notes to them for the next time you use the site.
i) Properties being advertised can have their marketability increased with a featured and premium image display to draw attention to the advert.
7.3  Students and young people
The Scrutiny Panel were keen to understand how two groups of potential customers, students and young people, perceived the Thirteen Group, and their knowledge and issues about accessing social housing in general. 
In addition to the above the panel scrutinised the current system the Universities use for housing students moving out of student halls to approved landlords, to understand the housing product and services students require and to explore if this could be provided by the Thirteen group. This was done by carrying out interviews with accommodation officers from the three Universities;

· Middlesbrough (University of Teesside)

· Hartlepool (Cleveland College of Art and Design)

· Stockton (University of Durham). 

7.3.1 Student accommodation
What we found out about student accommodation 
a) Students are not aware of social housing and its benefits, including their low rents, a 24 hour repairs service and the fact that a deposit is not required. 

b) Social housing is not promoted to students at all and the Universities have not explored it as an option. 

c) Average rents for students are about £50 per week with 4 or 5 students sharing a house being the most popular arrangement.
d) Deposits for students moving into approved accommodation in their second year range on average from £100-250 per person. 
e) Properties provided by approved landlords must meet high standards of health and safety, security and decoration.
f) Such accommodation needs to be full furnished (including not only white goods but beds, wardrobes, carpets, curtains, sofas etc…) 
g) Students expect accommodation to have “wi-fi” included and are happy to pay for this in their rent.

h) Student Accommodation Officers feel that shared houses with 2,3 or 4 bedrooms are popular with students. 
i) One of the most important considerations for students is the location of their property’s proximity to the University campus and transport links.
j) The University of Durham (in Stockton) feel there is sufficient accommodation for the numbers of students seeking accommodation
7.3.2  Young people 

The Scrutiny panel held an interview with two members of staff and ran a focus group with young people from KYM (Know Your Money) in Middlesbrough, to understand the issues facing young peoples’ access to housing (social housing and private rented). They also explored the perceptions of young people about Thirteen’s housing products and how Thirteen group could improve communications with young people to improve their access to social housing.

What we found about KYM and the housing needs of young people
a) KYM staff feel there is a need to promote the benefits of social housing to young people in a manner which they can relate to, emphasising the savings compared to private rented. 

b) They also felt the process of applying needs to be made simpler, otherwise young people will continue to choose the private rented sector. 
c) Young people are interested in sharing a social housing property and didn’t realise how low the rents in social housing are.

d) Young people from KYM said in their view social and council housing are the same and there is a negative association with past Council housing standards.
e) KYM’s success in engaging with a lot of young people rests on their strong communication and engagement approaches, as well as how they conduct themselves and the way they speak to them.
f) KYM and Thirteen run the “Liveability” programme for young people. This is an 8 week Tenancy course which helps young people learn the knowledge and skills they might need when managing their own tenancy for the first time.
g) KYM have just recently appointed a person to support young people in the private rented sector.
h) KYM use a variety of means for communication with their young people, the most popular being Facebook (they have 1200 friends) and Instagram.  

i) KYM produce a monthly newsletter which is put out on social media and they have a weekly e-mailshot to all those known to them.

j) KYM have advisors who can help young people register with the Compass scheme and provide support with bidding for properties. Compass staff have given training to the KYM staff in the past in this regard and found it very useful.

k) Young people from KYM are keen to work with Thirteen on their Facebook pages and websites to make them more user friendly and attractive to young people.
7.4 Communication with customers
The findings in this section come from surveys conducted with customers in the outlets and interviews/focus groups held with staff from the customer outlets and the Customer contact teams. Our observations are as follows;
7.4.1 Customer survey

A customer survey was produced to gather customer views about the methods of preferred communication with their landlord, the appearance of the customer outlets and their awareness of the services that the Thirteen Group provide above the basic housing services.

Face-to-face interviews were carried out by the Scrutiny panel with customers visiting the three main customer outlets, and some surveys were left in the outlets for customers to complete. This took place over a two week period with a prize draw of £30 for one lucky winner. There were 71 returned questionnaires, 54 completed by existing customers and 17 from potential customers. Some of the key findings are listed below and some have been incorporated elsewhere in the body of the report:

a) 50% of customers have heard about the Freephone number and of those who have heard of it 66% use it.
b) 52%of customers use the internet and 64% have visited our websites, with 27% being friends of our Facebook pages.
c) Of those who were looking for a property with us 70% heard about us through family and friends.

d) When asked what factor would make up a person’s mind when looking for a property 53% stated it was the area and its amenities and 29% the condition off the property. Only 12% stated the cost of the rent as a factor.

e) When shown a list of the other services we provide in addition to housing 71% thought more people would want to live in our properties if we advertised these more.
f) When asked how can we promote your neighbourhood more to attract new tenants 26% said keep it clean and tidy, 35% said promote it with positive news about the area and 10% suggested putting pictures on the websites.

g) When asked where and how we could promote our properties newspapers and websites were the top answers. Other ideas included shops, libraries and advice centres.

h) When asked whether they had heard about any of our other services offered to tenants, customers were familiar with were money advice, adaptations, getting involved and transfers/mutual exchanges. The least familiar were apprenticeships, shared ownership, help getting online and employment advice.
7.4.2 General communication with customers
Strengths

a) A new leaflet has been sent to all customer is explaining who their Neighbourhood officer and Customer Involvement officer is and promoting estate walkabouts.

b) Group sign-ups have been introduced for new tenants, however opinion is mixed about their success.
c) Newsletters are produced every six months and are bespoke to the different landlords. In addition localised newsletters are produced which are specific to certain areas where this is felt it is needed.

d) Thirteen Group have communicated effectively all of the changes relating to welfare reform to those customers affected, and how they can help them. 

e) A pilot has been carried out buying a centre-page spread in the Billingham News to promote the new neighbourhood approach and marketing of empty properties. 
f) Neighbourhood Panels have started in the core towns where neighbourhood and involvement staff can speak with customers about activities that are planned in the neighbourhoods and neighbourhood performance.
g) Press releases are often used to promote positive stories where customers have gained employment after advice from Thirteen’s Money and Employability team
h) Neighbourhood Officers are mobile and can check rent accounts and repairs issues from on site with customers present.
Areas for improvement 
a) The leaflets sent out in December 2014 to all customers explaining who their new Neighbourhood Officer is were not received by a lot of customers.
b) Housing drop-in surgeries and estate walkabouts are not well attended, more work needs to be done to promote these.
c) There is no agreed Group approach to reporting neighbourhood performance and information to customers.
7.4.3 Customer issues when contacting the Thirteen Group
Strengths
a) Within the Customer Service centre a pilot is in place aiming to resolve “60% of all complaints within 60 minutes”. 
b) For Tristar contact team, all calls are registered on the Lagan system which ensures staff are informed when a customer has tried to contact them. There are timescales for staff to respond.
c) The Customer Contact team, due to the diversity of their job are extremely well informed about the business, and extremely skilled at communication with customers.

Areas for improvement

a) Customer contact staff said there seems to be a lack of understanding across the group of how their team works, with staff often underestimating the impact that poor customer service can have on peoples’ health and wellbeing
b) The Customer contact team’s main problem in resolving customer calls is being unable to get in contact with staff in other departments. The process for trying to do so is very complicated, time consuming and adds to customer waiting times.
c) Information is being sent out to customers without staff letting the contact teams know about this, so if they get queries from customers and dont know anything about it. 
d) Some staff report repairs which are not repairs but which are the tenant’s responsibility, this also can lead to mis-information and frustration for customers.

e) Customer contact staff interviewed feel there is no learning from Complaints as they don’t get to know the outcome and can therefore not advise future callers with similar issues

f) Not all staff use or understand Facebook or Twitter and as a result they can be cynical about it as a form of communication with our customers. This is at odds with the emerging and growing trend of its use to communicate with our customer base

g) Customers’ perception is that the opening times for the contact team must mean that all departments are open during those hours, which is not the case. This is not understood by customers when they ring.
7.5 Websites 
Comparisons were made between the landlord websites from the Thirteen Group and those of other social housing providers, focusing on those aspects which relate to good promotion of the housing and other services and the more generally communication with customers

7.5.1  Thirteen landlord websites
Common features that we like and wish to keep are that they all;
a) Allow you to register and access an online service to view your rent account and pay your rent.
b) Show recent news, however this could be updated more frequently.
c) Show “quick links” to various services but we feel these could be more prominent in large boxes to draw attention to them with photos and colours.
d) Have links to social media but would like to see these displayed more prominently and have links to Twitter and Youtube. 
e) Allow you to translate the language of the site, (we particularly like Erimus’ version of this) and allow customers to “listen to a page” 

f) Have a link to the Customer Newsletters, however this could be more prominent.
In addition there are certain features of the individual landlord websites which we wish to see across all four landlord partners;
a) On the Erimus and Tess Valley websites there are links to a very informative page on welfare reform but this should be more prominent on the home page

b) On the Erimus website there is a link to a page about “hate crime” with lots of information, a downloadable policy document and how to report it
c) On the Tees Valley website there a section which allows you to vote for what would you like to see most on the Tees Valley Facebook page

d) On the Tees Valley website the free phone number is shown but also gives an alternative number for mobiles to call.

e) On the Tristar Homes website it promotes an app for mobile phones that can be downloaded from the app store or scanning the QR code that is shown.
f) On the Housing Hartlepool and Tristar Homes home pages there is a link to the Thirteen website which helps customers find out about the Thirteen Group

d) On the Thirteen website there is a jobs section however this is not on any of the landlord websites 
7.5.2  Other social housing landlord websites 
The panel looked at the websites of a number of local social housing providers and  felt all the other social housing websites were brighter and  more eye-catching, with larger, bolder boxes on the home page to draw customers into the most popular areas of the site.

In particular the “Finding a home” needs to be more prominent on the Thirteen landlord websites and more akin to commercial websites such as Rightmove/Zoopla, as other social housing landlord sites have become. The following are features which we would like to see on the Thirteen Group landlord websites;

a) The Gentoo “find a home” section is prominent on the home page and takes you to a page which is similar to Rigthmove/Zoopla allowing customers to search for a home without having to register an application. You can filter your search to look at homes to rent, market rent or rent to buy
b) The Gentoo and Livin’ home pages have a box asking if you would like to chat with an advisor.
c) It only takes two clicks from the Gentoo home page to register with their CBL system.
d) Gentoo and Dale and Valleys’ home pages show up and coming events which encourages customers to get involved.
e) Four Housing display the full address of their void properties.
f) Four Housing has a link on their home page to an excellent publications section with all their policies, leaflets/handbooks, newsletters and Annual reports.
g) Dale and Valley’s “contact us” section allows you to contact individual teams directly.
h) Accent Housing’s banner promotes their new Customer Portal with an opportunity to give your feedback on your views about it.
i) Broadacres “finds a home” section has information about supported housing and extra care properties which are available.
j) Broadacres “contact us” section is very informative and clear.
k) When you first access the Livin’ website a pop up box appears listing the most four popular options for you to choose from before it takes you to the homepage.
l) Livin’ has a section called “Livin’ communities” which shows the events happening locally on an estate level and contact details for staff.
7.6 Facebook
Facebook is becoming a popular form of communication with customers and has been used increasingly by the landlords of Thirteen Group over recent years. The Panel carried out a brief review of the way this is done and compared it to other social housing providers across the region.

Strengths 

a) The Thirteen Group is promoted well over the four landlords using the cover photo and customers are able to message their landlord on all four landlord pages. 
b) Tristar Homes have an app that can be downloaded by customer’s to pay rent and make inquiries this is promoted very well on the page and also by video. Erimus Housing has been using the events tab very well however this is now out of date (last event was October 2014) 

c) There is a Social Media Policy on Housing Hartlepool and Tristar Homes pages that can be read explaining what can and cannot be posted on the pages as well as timescales for a member of staff to respond.
d) Tristar Homes have a Online Services tab with a main menu for all services
Areas for improvement
a) On Tristar Homes’ Facebook page show the head office as Hudson Quay (under the ‘about tab’) as is shown on the other three landlords Facebook pages.
b) Housing Hartlepool and Tristar Homes pages explain how Thirteen officially started, this should be replicated on the Erimus Housing and Tees Valley Facebook pages.
c) Have an Online services tab on all landlord pages not just Tristar Homes.
d) When customers ask about things like when the next estate walkabout is, post the reply straight onto the page instead of ’ in boxing’ the customer so that all can see. 
e) All four landlords to make better use of the “events” tab to inform customers of when important events are due.
Other social housing providers’ use of Facebook which we recommend;
a) Cestria Housing have a ‘contact us’ tab on the cover photo which takes customers to a page showing all the email address of each service departments. 

b) Livin’ allow customers to pay their rent and set up direct debits straight from the Facebook page.

c) Broadacres uses apps for polls and to welcome customers
d) Gentoo uses tabs for videos straight from their cover photo.
e) Bromford Group have a number of different tabs which allow you to give a review of any service you receive from them, how to report and carry out simple repairs, a general satisfaction survey and a good information tab about the bedroom tax.
f) Cestria Housing use officers in videos to promote the landlords.
8.
Next steps 

In line with the Customer Involvement strategy we expect the Audit and Risk Committee to monitor the delivery of the action plan that accompanies this report, as they do by exception, with internal audit action plans. We also expect to meet with any managers responsible for the service areas we have covered to ensure our recommended actions are progressed for us. This is to be done every six months until the actions have been progressed.

9. Thank you  

We would like to thank all the customers, managers and staff we interviewed and who gave their time to speak to us as part of this service review, for their honesty and for being open to sharing areas which they had identified for service improvement. We would like to thank those involved for sharing data, policies and information with us. 

Finally we would like to thank Jonathan Cannon, Katrina Noteyoung and Yvonne Davies for supporting us, and for our mentoring/training.

10.
Our next Scrutiny review
The Scrutiny Panel is seeking recommendations from customers, the Boards, Thirteen Customer Council, the Audit and Risk Committee, Director/Heads of Service for our next and future scrutiny piece(s).
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