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Introduction - Matt Baird, The Social Housing Round Table

On 1st April, the Regulator of Social Housing introduced a new framework,
which includes regular assessments of landlords against four new
consumer standards:

. Safety and Quality Homes

. Transparency, Influence, and Accountability
. Neighbourhood and Community

. Tenancy Standards

However, with up to 40% of general needs customers being older and
vulnerable, how are social landlords prioritising and catering to them? These
customers are at serious risk of digital exclusion, as they may not own or are
unfamiliar with smart devices, making communication difficult and hindering
self-service goals. They are also less likely to recognise issues like damp and
mould due to visual or other impairments, and may struggle to report these and
other problems. In emergencies, they may respond less effectively due to
mobility and cognitive challenges, and because reminding them what to do is
more difficult.

How do social landlords identify their older and vulnerable customers,
and importantly, understand their needs? How accurate is their data and
customer insight?

How do they engage with these customers effectively, ensuring they understand
both the individuals and their properties to deliver safe, quality homes, including
efficient repairs and maintenance? Moreover, how can they ensure that these
residents feel safe, secure, and less isolated in their homes and neighbourhoods?

How do they ensure their older and vulnerable customers are treated fairly,
preventing digital disenfranchisement and enabling them to voice their concerns

in an inclusive way that holds social landlords accountable? Regular engagement
with tenants is crucial as part of Tenant Engagement Strategies. How are social
landlords innovating in their tenancy management delivery to meet diverse needs?

What are social landlords aiming to achieve as a service outcome for their
older and vulnerable residents, and how will they accomplish this2 How will
it be evidenced that they are treating these tenants with fairness and respect,
and where does this fit within their organisational culture?

These questions were at the heart of the roundtable discussion, where we
shared best practices and explored the challenges social landlords face,
resulting in actionable outcomes for all attendees. This synopsis shares the
experiences and best practice of our speakers, and the views and challenges
faced which were highlighted by the discussion between the wider group.
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Meeting thousands of older people - James Batchelor, Alertacall

James Batchelor is the founder and CEO of Alertacall. In 2003, he
invented the ‘I'm OK’ button (now known as OKEachDay) to regularly
establish contact with older, vulnerable, and higher-needs individuals in
their homes. This system is now installed in tens of thousands of properties
across the UK.
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James’ background as a technologist enabled him to develop technology
tailored to the specific needs of older and vulnerable people - a cause very
close to his heart. He also served as a Trustee for The Silver Line charity, which
regularly receives calls from isolated older individuals concerned that
something might happen to them and no one would know. Of course, it’s not
just older people who are vulnerable. James founded Alertacall 20 years ago
specifically to meet the changing needs of his fiercely independent
grandmother, Eveline. Although she was in her 80s, she didn’t feel she needed
extra support, and like many older people, she didn't like wearing an alarm.

By the time Eveline reached her 80s, nearly all of her social network had
disappeared due to friends passing away or moving, including James and the
rest of her family. She refused to wear a panic button, so James contacted her
every day for months, which helped. One day, after being unable to reach her,
he went to her house and found her on the floor. Even then, she wasn’t keen

on James calling her every day! This led James to come up with an idea that
allowed her to confirm she was OK without having to wait for his calls, and
thus, Alertacall was born.

James learned a great deal in the early days of Alertacall by personally
installing devices in the homes of over a thousand older people to improve
contact with them. The majority of those he visited were chronically isolated and
lonely, and having someone come to install the Alertacall service often made
their day. Isolation can lead to loneliness, which can develop into mental health
problems. Lonely customers are often those exhibiting antisocial behaviour and
can be the most difficult to reach.

Addressing that loneliness isn't just a moral obligation - it also helps social
housing providers to run a better and more efficient business. Many of the
people he visited shared stories of others who had been left undiscovered in
their homes, making them feel their housing provider didn’t care.

The Consumer Standards offer a framework for social landlords to identify the
needs of these vulnerable customers, who are often ’silent’ and whose needs
change over time. The housing sector must consider its culture, willingness to use
technology alongside human contact, and empower teams to deliver the best
service to support these customers and meet their needs.
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| am here because the theme of this event - the new Consumer Standards During my career, | got to represent and fight for the needs, hopes and interests

and how they might impact on older and vulnerable people in social of everyday people - every single day - as | had the honour of becoming the
housing, could mark a fascinating shift for the entire social housing sector Member of Parliament for North Norfolk, a role | served for 18 years and one
and the well-being of millions. that taught me much about the state of our country, both good and bad.

We all know that new regulation always brings with it plenty of new work, new
responsibilities and it's very easy to see new regulation as an expensive burden.
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I've spoken to some people in social housing about these Consumer Standards ‘ 2w

who feel strongly that the pendulum has swung too far, that they represent too 551 # - i
much micromanagement - but there are also others I've spoken to who are very B g
much at ease with them.

My own take is that they could be an incredible opportunity - and | actually
wonder whether the Consumer Standards could be some kind of tipping point
for the social housing sector - where the see-saw of focus now tips towards the
needs and interests of the people living in your homes, rather than the
properties you've built and provided to them.

Or maybe, given how many specific expectations there are - | think 80 or 90 in
total, this is a real attempt at balancing both, and if so, that would be great.

What | do know is that they are a big deal - because with every action you now
take and every decision you now make about your service delivery - you will
need to consider its impact on your customers to a higher threshold than any

time before, and that has implications for the very culture of your workplace, Constantly meeting and learning from people across the whole spectrum of the
staff training - as well as your everyday processes. North Norfolk community and helping serve them - was the greatest honour of
my life. Over those years | also spent time as chair of the Parliamentary Science

The specific focus of today’s event “how do these regulations impact on and Technology Select Committee, helping shape government policy about the

vulnerable people” - is a subject close to my heart. impact of science and technology on all our lives. That was a fascinating role,
eoo00®®%0e,,. . that further cemented my view that when technology and science are paired

®e, with compassion and positive leadership - great things are possible.
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Creating a legacy - The Consumer Standards - Sir Norman Lamb

The constituency | represented has one of the oldest age profiles of any in the
country. So | spent a lot of time talking to older people and taking up their
concerns - about housing, health and care - and a myriad of other issues.
And in North Norfolk, despite the best endeavours of many people, there are
still far too many people living in deprivation and poverty.

Many of them struggle to get the support they need. And, many older
people are left rather stranded and isolated - as families increasingly spread
far and wide. Ultimately, the experience of learning from the people |
represented, the agencies | interacted with - and most of all from our own
personal family experiences - led me to focus on campaigning for better
provision of care for those who struggle with mental ill health.

| am currently chair of the South London and Maudsley NHS Foundation Trust
and fairly recently completed a three year term as Chair of the Children and
Young People’s Mental Health Coalition.

And that is the second reason | am here - to try and promote this ideq, that the
more invested you are in these new Consumer Standards, the greater impact
your sector will have on the mental health and wellbeing of millions of people.

These might not only have hugely positive impacts on individuals and families
but on our health service, our economy, the employability of our workforce -
and even on your own businesses. Of course, imagine how much easier your
own organisation would be to run, how much better it would be - if the
happiness and wellbeing of your customers was higher.

For me the subject of today’s discussion brings together many of the issues |
have pursued during my career; namely the great benefits our society can reap
from providing care for people’s mental and physical wellbeing, whilst
exploring how technology and better contact with people could support that.

One thing is for certain, this is going to be a journey for the whole sector and

it will be impossible to fix all these challenges overnight. But hopefully, what we
can do is start walking up that mountain, keep taking steps, and keep sharing
what we are doing in forums like this.

“Then in a few years time
the newspapers and your customers
will be talking about how the sector is
thriving, committed to customer excellence
and the immense impact it has - an impact that
all of us in this room know is utterly incredible right now.

That is the reputation the Social Housing sector deserves,

each and every one of you does something - just as
important as a healthcare or social worker.

You are directly responsible for keeping people
off the streets, for giving children a great
start in life and for keeping families safe.

Let’s use these Consumer Regulations
to cement that legacy
and be proud.”

Sir Norman Lamb
Former MP &
Former Minister for
Care and Support



We had our regulatory inspection earlier this year, with the judgement
published in September. We were awarded a C1 rating.

Two key consumer standards were Safety and Quality, and Transparency,
Influence and Accountability - but, of course, vulnerable residents are a theme
woven throughout all the Consumer Standards. There’s no single solution, and
many social landlords are likely doing similar things to us, but hopefully, our
experience will be useful.

Some key initiatives we have implemented:

Support Strategy — redesigned in 2021 /22 to become more flexible,
recognising that people’s needs can change throughout their tenancy. It was
divided into four key areas: technology, financial inclusion, emotional
wellbeing, and home.

Specialist Support Team — this team comprises officers focusing on tenancy
sustainment, hoarding and wellbeing, financial inclusion, and our independent
living schemes. The team has grown in both the number of officers and the
scope of its remit. Demand has increased - particularly around hoarding.
We're unsure whether the number of cases has risen or we're simply
identifying more, but either way, we've increased resources for the team. They
collaborate with teams across the business and other agencies to not only
manage crisis situations, but to address the underlying causes of issues to find
long-term solutions.

Something’s Not Right — a quick action tool for anyone, whether a team
member or contractor, to notify us of any concerns. This could involve anything
from hoarding, damp and mould, or repairs (e.g. a broken bathroom door),

to simply sensing that something feels off - whether a specific issue or even a
relationship dynamic.

In these cases, an email is sent to a specific address, which the Support team
will pick up and action. This process is well embedded in the business - it’s
simple, easy-to-use, and understand, which maximises the chances of it being
followed through, compared to using a more complicated form.

Support Fund — We've had a significant support fund of £250,000 since
2022/23, along with a Community Investment Grant (CIG) of £50,000

per annum. The support fund helps residents with items such as supermarket
vouchers, white goods, and heating costs. It has also been used to fund things
like counselling sessions for residents, helping to identify the root cause of an
issue and work towards a longer-term resolution. The CIG generally supports
community projects.



C1 Rating - Havebury - Jenny Spoor

Neighbourhood and Estate — The team previously had patchless housing We're certified as a Great Place to Work, and this is evident every day in our
officers, but we found this approach ineffective as it made it nearly impossible interactions. | go out at least once a month to shadow different teams and
for officers to build relationships with residents, especially the more vulnerable individuals to maintain a connection with what they‘re dealing with and the
ones. Now, housing officers work on a patch basis alongside estate rangers, challenges they face.

who serve as the community’s ‘eyes and ears’ and are valued by our residents.
These are the key areas, alongside others, that have really become embedded

Silent Voice Project — Launched in late 2022, this project identified in Havebury over the last three years. While there’s always more to do and
approximately 800 residents to contact using criteria such as no gas, no we'll never truly be finished, we aim to optimise each contact point and be
reported repairs in 18 months, and other factors. While many residents did proactive in ensuring we're doing everything we can to support and identify
not need assistance, some required aids and adaptations, and we identified our most vulnerable residents.

damp and mould concerns as well as income maximisation opportunities.
Team members from across the business participated to make as many calls as
possible in a short time frame.

Vulnerability Dashboard — Created in Power Bl and based on the criteria u" H . .
above, this dashboard identifies residents who are, or may be, vulnerable, Reg u ICIi'lon IS OF course im porta nl.'
allowing us to proactively visit them. Although still new and in need of bUt to us this hqs qlwqys been

refinement, it is a valuable tool.

about delivering great services,

Repairs and Maintenance Policy — We clarified what ‘vulnerability’ means,

enabling repairs advisors to address situations directly. If they feel a repair WhiCh we were req")’ p|edsed
needs expediting or requires action outside our responsibilities, they will take . . "
the necessary steps to ensure this key service is resident-focused. was reﬂeCted In our C ] mhng

The People — It would be remiss of me not to mention the truly brilliant people
| work with. They genuinely care and strive to deliver great outcomes. Policies
and processes mean little without a dedicated team committed to doing a

great job.

Jenny Spoor

H ave bu ry Director of Operations

Havebury

Housing Partnhership



Places for People - Rachel Crownshaw

Matt Baird interviewed Rachel Crownshaw, Group Managing Director,
Communities at Places for People.

Tell us a bit about yourself, and your role at Places For People:

| lead Places for People’s regulated social and affordable housing business,
which owns and manages c. 75,000 homes. We offer homes for rent and
shared ownership to meet the needs of customers and their families across their
lifetime, from young persons and temporary accommodation for families to
homes for older persons and those who need specially adapted homes.
Providing a place to call home is the foundation of what we do, but we know
that thriving communities are formed when we go beyond that by providing
support, advice, and connecting with the local community.

Was your previous industry heavily regulated and how does it compare?
I've come from the Financial Services sector, which is very heavily regulated
and has been for some time, especially following the financial crisis in 2007 / 8.
Before joining Places for People, | spent some time in the water industry, which
also has a significant amount of regulation. The social housing sector is fairly
new to significant regulation, and the Consumer Standards are the first real
outcomes that are expected of housing providers. Regulation can be a good
thing, and as long as we always consider the outcome for our customers, we
should be in a position to embrace the new standards. Regulation is the remedy,
but doing the right thing is the cure.

Tell us a bit about the size and scale of Places for People:

We're a unique group of over 20 businesses focused on capital wins for
community gains. Our Development & Regeneration, Places Leisure, Thriving
Investments, and Places Management businesses complement and accelerate

our social and affordable housing business for the benefit of our customers and
communities, carefully balancing what we call our ‘triple bottom line’ of customer
satisfaction, profit, and social value. The social and affordable housing business
turns over c. £400m, through the incredible work of almost 1,000 colleagues.

What impact does the Leisure part of your organisation have on customers?
Places Leisure manages 101 Leisure Centres on behalf of local authorities across
the UK, and it’s driven by our ambition to create active, healthy, inclusive places
for local communities. We have around 30 million visits per year, and last year
alone we taught 69,000 children and adults to swim. By understanding the

needs of the community, we aim to create behavioural changes that improve the
physical and mental well-being of individuals and our communities.

What services does your team provide to vulnerable customers?

Most of our accommodation is self-contained with communal facilities. Our

Living Plus over 55 Services provide older persons’ accommodation, including
specialist dementia services. Our customers benefit from purpose-built ‘Housing
with Care/, for rent, shared ownership, or to buy. We provide all landlord services
and work with specialist care providers to offer personalised support. For those
able to live more independently, we provide accommodation and housing
management services available with affordable rents, with support needs met by
local partners. We are also a specialist supported living provider, offering people
a safe place to live, including those who are homeless/rough sleepers, refugees,
families, young people and parents, people with complex needs, and people over
the age of 55. We help customers improve their confidence and peace of mind so
they can live more independently and play a positive role in their community. We
build new homes, buy and convert existing ones, and work with commissioning
agencies, specialist care partners, and external investors to create tailored services.
Our award-winning initiatives help people maintain or regain their independence.

What role has your team in ensuring compliance with the new standards?
The maijority of the Consumer Standards, directly or indirectly, sit within the
Communities world. The Neighbourhood and Community Standard has full
oversight by myself; the Safety and Quality Standard sits with our repairs service
but has a direct impact on our Communities. We work collaboratively to achieve
compliance and strive for the best outcomes for our customers through regional
collaboration, working groups, operational SLT, joint visits, and job shadowing.



Places for People - Rachel Crownshaw

How has Places for People approached meeting the new consumer
standards more broadly?

We welcomed the new Consumer Standards and feel that they align well

with our ‘Because Community Matters’ strategy. Each year, we conduct a
self-assessment against the Consumer Standards led by our Regulation Team.
Given the revised Consumer Standards from April 2024, we adapted our
approach to ensure we had a really strong understanding of our position.

We held workshops with input from different teams, e.g. Customer Experience,
Communities, Repairs, Health & Safety, and Social Impact, to gain detailed
insight into how we perform. This, alongside a desktop review, formulated the
bulk of our self-assessment. We really focused on customer outcomes
throughout and how our actions impacted our communities. We spoke
honestly about where and how we could improve within the next 6-12 months.
There are a number of areas
that could be strengthened,
so we formulated an action
plan which will be tracked via
a system called EcoOnline.

Rachel Crownshaw
Group Managing
Director, Communities
Places for People

¢ Places
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Do you think older and vulnerable people present a particular challenge, for
example when collecting Tenant Satisfaction Measures (TSMs)?

Some of our customers have needs that require greater patience and care. As

we continue to collect our TSMs, we are committed to applying a segmentation
lens to our customer interactions, ensuring we tailor services to meet the varying
needs of our customers, regardless of their digital capacity. Whether we are
communicating through telephone, email, or face-to-face, our strategy for
capturing the TSM focuses on effective communication that respects and supports
each customer’s circumstances. We recognise that some customers may display
signs of vulnerability or require additional support when completing the survey.
Our TSM research provider has highlighted the importance of this sensitivity

and has ensured their staff are trained to identify these signs and respond
appropriately. This means that call handlers will conduct telephone surveys with
customers on an individual basis, allowing us to engage with them in a manner
that feels comfortable and supportive. If a customer would prefer to switch
survey channels, we can ensure this is put in place. By fostering open dialogue,
we aim to ensure that every customer feels empowere d to share their thoughts
and experiences, ultimately enhancing the overall effectiveness.

What approaches has Places For People taken in engaging with its vulnerable
customers specifically to meet its obligations under the consumer regulations?
We have British Sign Language (BSL) live interpreters on our website to greatly
improve accessibility, inclusivity, and enhance the customer experience for deaf

or hard-of-hearing customers. Through our data work targeting ‘silent’ customers,
we found some customers needed assistance with fuel poverty, some damp and
mould cases that weren't already being treated, and some welfare issues which
were passed to the appropriate colleagues for assistance. We now have a Head

of Damp and Mould who is helping to really focus on how we respond to damp
and mould issues quickly and effectively, to mitigate risks while also addressing

the root causes. New technology, such as piloting Alertacall’s touchscreen,

enables us to engage directly with our customers for feedback on our services,
send direct messages, and give customers the ability to report repairs.



Round Table Discussion Points

Each table discussed one of the Consumer Standards, with one table
taking an overview.

Overview of The Consumer Standards

The discussion highlighted that the Consumer Standards strive for a vision not
yet fully achievable due to a lack of sufficient and suitable homes. The value of
lived experiences was emphasised, rather than using assumptions, including
residents’ voices and removing stigmas, such as allowing tenants to serve as
board members. Challenges included assessing vulnerabilities, ensuring
confidentiality and GDPR compliance, and simplifying overly complicated
services. The need for cultural change, driven by accountability through the
standards, was also mentioned. Furthermore, the impact of neurodiversity on
housing services was pointed out, stressing that policies should reflect individual
customer experiences instead of applying blanket rules. Concerns about high
expectations for services were also raised, underscoring the need for a tailored
approach that considers the diverse needs of all residents.

Safety and Quality

This table focused on several key issues, highlighting a general sense of safety
among residents but also identifying significant financial challenges,
particularly for affordable housing schemes aimed at older individuals. These
concerns need urgent attention; otherwise, there is a risk of falling to lower
standards, such as a C3 rating. Fire safety was emphasised as a critical
priority, with the necessity for effective solutions regarding mobility vehicle
storage and charging also noted. Moreover, damp and mould issues were
recognised as major concerns for most housing providers, as they can severely
impact residents’ health and the overall quality of housing. The importance of
the “Decent Homes” standard was highlighted, prompting discussions about
future housing needs and improvements. Addressing these persistent issues is
crucial, not only for ensuring safety and comfort but also for enhancing the
quality of life for all residents, particularly those in vulnerable situations.

Transparency, Influence and Accountability

The discussion focused on the necessity of adopting a self-assessment
approach that incorporates a vulnerability lens to effectively define and
address challenges within the sector. It emphasised the importance of fairness
in language related to vulnerability and the need to understand individual
needs without becoming overly parental. The use of data and insights was
highlighted, alongside the requirement for effective communication and
reasonable adjustments. Concerns about skills shortages for engagement were
raised, indicating the need for a diverse range of individuals to be involved
rather than relying on a small group. The group acknowledged the ongoing
challenge of defining vulnerability in a way that can effectively anchor
services across the industry. They also pointed out that some housing providers
are removing the term “vulnerable” from their language, which could

affect efforts to those who require additional support needs.




Round Table Discussion Points

Neighbourhood and Community

This group highlighted several key aspects of engagement and service
improvement. It stressed the importance of systematically recording all

engagement-related compliments and complaints to foster a positive team “Events like this round table are so important

culture and ensure adequate board representation. Continuous testing and dth d b like this wh h
measuring of partnerships and trust are advocated to maintain effective and there needs to be more like this where the

relationships, emphasising follow-ups over time to prevent issues from being sector can truely come together and have an
overlooked. The commitment to a journey of curiosity should be encouraged, open and honest conversation.”

urging teams to remain open to learning and adapting. Understanding the
distinction between customer wants and needs is crucial for better service.
Additionally, addressing the root causes of perpetrator behaviour is essential
for effective resolution. Finally, the group highlighted the need to understand
and accurately define anti-social behavior (ASB) in collaboration with other
agencies for comprehensive management.
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The table addressed the critical shortage of adequate and suitable housing "
for individuals with specific needs, emphasising that at least 50% of residents
have one or more mental or physical challenges, a figure that is expected to
rise. To effectively meet these increasing complexities, it is vital to build and
design accommodations that cater to these diverse requirements. The current
Disabled Facilities Grant (DFG) funding is considered inadequate, leaving
many customers in homes that fail to address their evolving needs. The
discussion particularly focused on the most vulnerable populations, and their
urgent housing requirements. Additionally, the need for systemic changes in
adult social care and primary health services was highlighted, illustrating that
these issues cannot be resolved in isolation. Collaborative partnerships are
essential to develop wider solutions, advocating for upfront funding to design

and build homes that meet needs and empower individuals to thrive.



