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Executive Summary 

 

The social sector provides essential housing and support for disadvantaged sections 

of communities in the United Kingdom (UK).  It requires high levels of public funding 

and is influenced by fiscal and social policy as well as wider issues like housing 

economics, cultural expectations of home ownership and political ideology.  Recently, 

there has been a shift away from provision of public funding for social housing and yet 

increasing pressure on housing providers to take a wider role in creating sustainable 

communities.  The aim of the report is to advise on the ways in which housing 

organisations should position themselves as businesses in order to meet current and 

future changes and challenges in England.  This is supported by making comparison 

with Scotland (and to some extent Wales). 

 

The UK comprises devolved nations with powers including housing and planning, 

whilst central government retains most fiscal and economic control.  Therefore, there 

is overlap between housing strategies in Scotland and England.  However, it is 

suggested that social housing policy in Scotland (and Wales) reflects a positive value 

attributed to social housing and the creation of an equal society, whereas in England 

there is a greater emphasis on self-sufficiency, underpinned by a drive for home 

ownership and a reduction in publicly funded housing. 

 

Challenges facing the English sector include dwindling public finance, the need for 

providers to become commercially aware and to operate as viable businesses.  This is 

a major challenge for organisations providing an essential social service. This report 

acknowledges that a reaction to reduced funding is to reduce staff.  However, this is 

not a long-term option, as it is more effective to retain talent coupled with staff 

development. 
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The sector needs to implement change to become more commercially aware and 

function as businesses.  Change requires a detailed understanding of the strengths 

and weaknesses of the organisation, with engagement and collaboration of 

management and staff.  Organisations need clear business goals and performance 

management to achieve these goals and be customer-centric. This can only be 

achieved through effective organisational and individual learning within each provider. 
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1. Introduction 
 
This report, prepared for the National Housing Federation (NHF) and Local 

Government Association (LGA), drawing on extensive academic and other literature, 

recommends how housing organisations meet current and future challenges in social 

housing in England. This section sets the context and presents the aim and objectives 

of the report. 
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1.1 Social Housing Sector in England 

 
Social housing in England plays a major role in socio-economic wellbeing.  The sector 

is under pressure due to a rising number of people seeking housing, increasing costs 

and limited finance. The number of new government-funded houses built for social rent 

has plummeted by 97 per cent since 2010 (Kentish 2017).  Yet social housing is an 

essential part of the wider housing economy and a vital link in support for low-income 

and disadvantaged communities (Reeves 2014; McCrone and Stephens 2017). 

 

Housing tenure has been evolving in England for over a century, with private renting 

being the dominant form of tenure at the start of the 20th century (Clarke 2015).  

Government fiscal and social policies have altered the housing market, creating an 

expectation of owner-occupier and encouraging social tenants to gain a foothold in the 

housing market.  This policy, supported particularly by the Right to Buy, has had a 

major impact on the housing market, in particular on social housing (McKee et al., 

2017).  The social housing sector comprised approximately 30% of the total housing 

stock in England in 1979, and it now 17% (Wilcox and Perry 2014).  This dramatic 

change although attributed to the Right to Buy policy, which clearly has had impact on 

the sector; the demise of social housing has also been affected by fiscal policy and the 

variability of the housing market on a national and international scale (Reeves 2014). 

 

There is a changing social and political vision for housing in the England, driven by 

new models of welfare and a move from welfarist approaches, to co-production that 

encourages an equal and reciprocal relationship between housing 

providers/professionals and the people using their services.  The social sector needs 

to change to survive the increasing economic liberalism, creeping austerity, and fiscal 

constraint (Thornhill 2013, p. 19).  Survival in this environment requires commercial 

focus, ability to manage economic regulation and achieve value for money services 

through efficient asset management.  Concurrently there is a shift in social housing, as 

providers seek to adjust to these changes, enhance work with communities whilst 

optimising commercial opportunities.  The achievement of these goals relies on the 

ability of the sector to implement and manage change and to incentivise staff and 

customers to work towards a common goal of sustainable social housing (Richardson 

et al., 2014; Coatham, and Hill 2013). 

 

mailto:info@michaelguest.co.uk


 

Page 4 of 15 
Michael Guest Associates Ltd 

Telephone: 0800 170 7140 - Email: info@michaelguest.co.uk 
Web: www.michaelguest.co.uk 

England demonstrates a move away from the provision of social housing towards 

private-ownership, whilst Scotland is increasingly committed to it.  Wales also takes a 

more flexible view towards the provision of social housing than England driving a policy 

which allows people to move between different housing tenures as needs change.  

Northern Ireland struggles to provide social housing with the private rental sector 

playing a key role in housing in the province (McKee et al., 2017). 

 

1.2 Purpose and Objectives of this Report 
 
The purpose of this report is to advise the NHF and LGA on housing organisations 

positioning as businesses in order to meet current and future changes and challenges.  

It also considers ways in which housing organisations should manage their 

relationships with customers and staff to ensure effective delivery of services that meet 

current and future needs. 

 

Objectives of the report are to: 

 Assess the changing context in which housing organisations operate in England 

compared Scotland (and where applicable Wales) 

 Examine the key business concepts social housing organisations should have in place 

and how these are used in the housing context 

 Analyse the relationships social housing organisations with their customers 

 Evaluate how social housing organisations can best manage staff to meet the key 

challenges and changes in the housing sector. 

 

1.3 Structure of the Report 
 
The report continues with a review of social housing policy in England and Scotland to 

set the challenges faced by England’s Housing Providers in the UK context.  There 

follows an examination of the key business concepts social housing organisations 

should have in place.  The third section analyses the importance of relationship 

management and the final section considers the way in which social housing 

organisations leaderships can optimise staff competencies to meet the key challenges 

and changes in this housing sector. 
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2. Changing contexts of Social Housing in England, Scotland and Wales 
 
Social housing in the UK is interlinked with fiscal and social policy and political ideology 

(Reeves 2013).  There has also been a high degree of constitutional reform in the UK 

since the late 1990s, with devolved administrations established in Northern Ireland, 

Scotland, and Wales leading to a divergence in housing policy.  These devolved bodies 

have powers in housing and planning, as well as education, health, and regeneration, 

with reserve powers for taxation and social security (MacKinnon 2015). 

 

The manner in which the devolved administration in Scotland and Wales are funded, 

means their funding is not tied to UK policy ambitions, although the reality is that goals 

in devolved sectors such as housing must be “tempered by UK Treasury financial 

constraints” and policy areas controlled by central government in Westminster 

(MacKinnon 2015, p.47).  This tension created by central fiscal control explains the 

high level of continuity in housing policies between Wales, Scotland and England, as 

evidenced by long-standing policies to promote owner-occupiers in the housing sector, 

as well as types of shared equity and shared ownership initiatives (Hickman and 

Robinson, 2006; McKee 2015).  Examples of shared policies include Help to Buy and 

housing stock transfer, the emphasis on the role of housing associations as housing 

providers and the wider role in supporting community development and regeneration 

(McKee 2015). 

 

Since 2010, there has been evidence of diversification in housing policies, linked to 

wider social policy and welfare reform, reflecting the different political ideologies of the 

governments in Wales, Scotland and England. It maybe that there is greater pressure 

on social housing in Scotland as a political and social tool, as there it is a larger sector 

than in England as shown in Table 1.  
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The above table also indicates while there is less pressure on social housing in Wales 

than in either England or Scotland, it still accounts for 15.5% of housing tenure.  The 

devolved government in Scotland retains a positive commitment to social housing, 

recognising its role as a welfare safety-net for lower income communities.  The Welsh 

government has passed the Housing (Wales) Act 2014 and the Renting Homes 

(Wales) Act 2016, which have changed the housing landscape in part to protect social 

housing.  However, rents in the Welsh social sector are increasing at higher levels than 

in England.  This is being reviewed and many councils are using this to invest in new 

council housing and in refurbishment of existing stock (Wilcox et al., 2017). 

 

This approach in the devolved countries is not practiced in England where the social 

sector has come under attack (McKee et al. 2017).  Whilst in England, there has been 

investment in existing social housing stock such as the Decent Homes Programme; in 

the recent past there has been a shift from supply subsidies to reduce public debt.  

There has also been an ideological shift towards targeted income-related support, 

based on the belief that social housing is “featherbedding tenants who do not take the 

opportunity to find work and to move on” (Whitehead 2014, p.119).  Additionally, 

government has phased out supply subsidies in favour of subsidies in kind, and 

mechanisms to enable housing associations to secure finance at lower interest rates.  

These measures adversely affect rents and moves the burden of support to income-

related benefits.  The relatively new Universal Credit system is also affecting 

household income levels putting greater pressure on the ability to pay and social 

landlords (Millar and Bennett 2017; Whitehead 2014).  Social housing is also under 

pressure from other variables in the housing industry including a severe and persistent 

shortage of affordable housing (Ferrari 2015).  

 

McKee et al., (2017) add that in England, social housing is also under attack from 

planning mechanisms such as the introduction of the Localism Act 2011 and the 

Housing and Planning Act 2016. Thses enabled ending security of tenure for some 

social tenants through the introduction of shorter flexible tenancies and of rents that 

are aligned to local market rents.  In contrast, social landlords in devolved countries 

continue to receive subsidies to build homes.  There is a greater emphasis on 

subsidising home-ownership and market-related rent housing in England than in 

Scotland and Wales.  It is acknowledged that there are policies to promote 

homeownership across all UK countries, with a difference that there is a dual approach 
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in Scotland based on recognition that social housing is a valuable element in a 

developed society. In Scotland and Wales, the concept of affordable housing equates 

to social homes for rent and homes for sale, whereas in England affordable housing 

equates to homes for sale (McKee et al. 2017; Wilcox et al., 2017).  A key social 

housing policy, notably the Right to Buy has different funding arrangements in the 

devolved nations with the Welsh and Scottish governments abolishing the policy. This 

move reinforces the different approach to social housing. 

 

It is noteworthy also that an independent analysis of local authorities’ Strategic 

Housing Investment Plans (SHIPs) published on 5 March 2018 finds that Scotland 

should deliver between 45,000 and 50,000 affordable homes and up to 34,850 for 

social rent between April 2016 and March 202.  A pro rata equivalent would be 

512,000 for England. 

 

Beyond the supply of social housing, who it for, how it is managed and regulated in 

England is also being questioned in the wake of the Grenfell fire tragedy in June 2017.  

It is unclear what the outcome will be, but government has indicated a Green Paper in 

the spring of 2018, that might propose reforms.  (DCLG 2017)  The Chartered Institute 

of Housing is conducting a project to support this and provide a body of research in its 

own right.  (CIH 2018).  Whilst this originates from a momentous English event, the 

questions and potential for reform applies to the devolved nations too. 

 

The changing climate for social housing in England means that housing providers need 

to adapt (Thornhill 2013), using effective change management (Cameron and Green 

2015), supported by training (Richardson 2010) and managing customer needs 

through value and commercial management (Coatham and Hill 2013).  

 

3. Key business concepts for social housing organisations 
 

As set out above, there are significant challenges social housing in England, requiring 

greater commercial-awareness and business management.  Organisations are 

experiencing strains on income and the need to conduct activities on a more 

commercial basis.  Changes to government policy are driving the need for new ways 

to secure capital finance and tight fiscal control is driving mergers of housing 

associations.  The easiest response to these challenges may seem to reduce costs by 
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reducing staff.  However, this is not a credible response in the long term and will 

ultimately result in the loss of key skills and talent, adversely affecting the service 

offered to customers and the viability of individual housing providers.  The solution is 

to develop business skills and commercial awareness within the providers and to retain 

the key resource of talented staff (Kataria 2013).  

 

Commercial awareness and efficiency requires performance measurement and 

management, particularly in organisation’s seeking to operate as private businesses.  

The use for performance measurement is underpinned by financial management 

accountability of each housing organisation and the need to understand the 

implications of operational and investment decisions (Flynn 2012). To achieve the 

commercial goals developed by each housing provider, managements must implement 

performance management systems to ensure all business operations and strategies 

are aligned with these goals.  This will also facilitate leadership commitment to the 

goals and create a culture within which the provider seeks ways of improvement.  

Having a clear set of performance targets encourages stakeholder involvement from 

staff and tenants and can be an effective method of measuring performance and 

implementing continual improvement (Fryer et al., 2009). 

 

For some organisations, the above issues represent major changes to current practice.  

The successful implementation of such major changes can be difficult without 

commitment and leadership (Rosenfeld 2013).  These changes can be implemented 

through effective change management in collaboration with staff (Cameron and Green 

2015).  The process needs to start with a thorough understanding of the organisation, 

its structure, as well as examining the leadership and power links within that structure 

(Mullins 2007).  It is also essential to understand the strengths and, weakness in each 

organisation as this will affect the ability to embrace the opportunities offered by the 

challenges of a new business environment and resilience to the threats of such an 

environment (Mullins 2007; Pranit 2010). 

 

4. Relationships of social housing organisations with their customers 
 

A fundamental element of the transformation of social housing in England is the need 

to offer an exemplary service to customers.  In the current system, there is a tendency 

for housing officers to play multiple role and this can create difficulties for the officer 
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and the customer (Richardson et al., 2014).  In addition, key change in the sector is 

the evolving transition from considering people as tenants in social housing to 

considering them as customers. In keeping with the need to operate as a business, the 

sector needs to be committed to customer service (Reeves 2013).  The difference is 

that in this sector, housing officers require extensive technical and people skills.  

However, staff also have to be adaptable to meet the often-evolving needs of the 

customer; otherwise there is frustration on both sides. 

 

The majority of housing providers seek to prioritise the customer; however, the 

complex legislative framework of social housing can hamper this goal.  The result is 

that the role of housing officers requires a complicated mix of advice and assistance 

on tenancies, welfare benefits and general law with respect to anti-social behaviour 

and relationship breakdown.  Housing officers also manage issues relating to the care 

system.  Therefore, customer service is dependent on training and learning in the 

social housing sector to ensure that staff have the appropriate skills and technical 

knowledge to meet the demands of the customer base (Reid 2013). 
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5. Management and Leadership of housing organisation’s personnel 
 
Achieving effective relationships with customers in social housing requires a wide 

range of skills and competencies among housing provider staff.  These personnel are 

also under pressure to deliver the day-to-day services of the housing organisation.  It 

is therefore key to ensure that all staff receive appropriate training to deliver the range 

of services needed by customers and crucially that staff are consulted and part of the 

change management process (Buttle and Maklan 2015).  Richardson et al., (2014) 

argues that this requires changing roles of housing provider staff with future roles 

requiring the use of data intelligence to assist and guide time management, as this will 

improve the effectiveness of the service offered to customers.  This is different to the 

traditional role of housing officers who may try to provide a blanket service for all 

residents. 

 

Housing officers are encouraged to support customers; however, it is clear that 

government social housing policy requires a sustainable housing sector (Ferrari 2015).  

Therefore, the future role of housing officers should focus on relational management; 

doing things with residents, rather than for them (Richardson et al. 2014). 

 

It is evident from the preceding sections of this report, that the challenges of social 

housing cannot be addressed in isolation of other issues such as social welfare, 

planning and socio-economic issues (Whitehead 2014).  Therefore, the ability to create 

a commercially and socially effective housing sector is for social housing professionals 

to collaborate with professionals from other disciplines thus promoting effective 

customer service and optimising positive of outcomes for residents (Richardson et al., 

2014). 

 

It is noted that there are many issues in social housing and that customers rely on the 

services offered by the housing associations for social wellbeing, and that housing 

issues when combined with other problems can have an impact on human health and 

social inclusion.  Given the challenges of providing quality housing in harsh economic 

conditions and the pressure to deliver a commercially successful business model, it is 

suggested that it is crucial for housing staff to have the ability to be engaged in the 

process, (Porteus 2013; Thornhill 2013).  Richardson et al., (2014) adds that the sector 
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needs to recruit and train personnel who are creative, with the ability to lead and take 

ownership of problems with the confidence to take anticipatory action; taking action 

now to avoid future negative consequences. 

 

Frontline housing officers are the interface between the provider and the customer, 

which puts significant pressure on frontline staff.  As such, it is suggested that each 

housing provider should have measures in place to assess competencies/abilities and 

to develop targeted training in collaboration with personnel.  Frontline staff need a 

range of abilities, including adapting to changing environments, commercial awareness 

and business acumen, along with the ability to solve problems, empathise with 

customers and good communication skills. 

 

Frontline staff also need to have the ability to self-manage and be proactive 

(Richardson et al., 2014). Amyes (2013) suggests that this can be achieved by 

management’s commitment to targeted learning, whereby the key skills of each 

employee are addressed and enhanced by targeted education and training and 

subjected to continual review.  This process needs to be developed with employees 

rather than imposed on staff.  The benefits of an inclusive training and learning 

environment include staff engaged in the process and this can be extended to 

customers for the wider benefit of the community (Hackett 2013). 

 

6. Recommendations 
 

To meet the challenges to the sector presented in this report, it is recommended the 

NHF and LGA encourage and support housing providers to: 

 

 Assess organisational structures including the strengths and weaknesses of all 

aspects of their organisations including leadership, communication, the 

operational structure, customer service and housing officer competencies 

 Understand the opportunities and threats offered by becoming commercially 

aware and functioning as a business  

 Develop clear business goals and a performance management process to achieve 

these goals 
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 Design a change management system to implement these changes, in 

collaboration with staff and major stakeholders 

 Implement changes and measure performance to ensure continual improvement. 

 

Word count 3484 not including references 
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