Tpas National Conference 2024

In July 2024 a group of four involved customers headed to Coventry for the annual Tpas conference.
Tpas are an organisation that offer expertise on how landlords engage with their customers.  Greatwell Homes holds a Tpas accreditation.
The theme for this year’s conference was the new government regulations. 
The customers that attended are La-Vern, Andy, Sharon and Mary.  They told us what the conference was like and what they learned.
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La-Vern joined a workshop about incentives.  Many other landlords struggle to effectively incentivise becoming an involved customer – if you pay people for their time, it might affect benefits entitlement; and a lot of customers feel like people should want to volunteer, if you need an incentive then you’re doing it for the wrong reason.  At Greatwell Homes we give £30 to customers that are involved in formal group and project, and this is specifically to cover expenses related to internet and phone use, and the cost of your device.  We also hold regular thank-you events.
She also attended a session about damp and mould.  This was very personal for La-Vern, she learned that there are vents in the brickwork of her own home, which she covered up because the room was cold, but this caused condensation which was bad for her son’s asthma. In this session, a device was demonstrated which monitors the moisture level in the room and lets you know when condensation occurs on cold surfaces.
On day two La-Vern attended a session about conflict management, particularly in customer services.  There were discussions around whether conflict was good or bad – our instinct is that conflict is bad, but when managed well, it can highlight a problem that we need to be aware of, it generates discussion, and enables people to speak honestly.

Sharon attended a workshop about burnout for involved customers.  As someone who has been involved with Greatwell Homes for many years, Sharon has seen this happen with others and has come pretty close to burning out herself.  Burnout looks like a loss of enthusiasm and maybe even getting ill because of the amount of time and effort customers spend on involvement projects for their landlords. The involvement team at Greatwell Homes makes the effort to check in with our involved customers to see how they are feeling, so make sure they have the support they need for the work they want to do, and to make sure customers feel appreciated for the work they do.  This links in to the incentives workshop that La-Vern attended.  In addition to covering costs, we want customers to enjoy being involved and the thank you events are just one way that we show our appreciation.  We have also made a lot of improvements over recent years to showing the impact of the changes we’ve made that have been suggested by customers.  There is always more that we can do, and we continue to ask customers what they want and need from us to ensure burnout doesn’t happen to our involved customers.
As a long serving member of the scrutiny team, Sharon also attended a workshop on the role of scrutiny in social housing, particularly in light of the new regulations that have been put in place by the government.  The Grenfell tragedy in London in 2017 was a fire to a block of flats which resulted in many deaths, even more injuries and of course loss of homes and personal property.  Inquiries have heard about residents raising fire safety concerns with the landlord, which went unaddressed.  The government has worked with the regulator for social housing since then to formally require landlords to listen to their customers and demonstrate that their concerns are acted on.  This is particularly relevant to the role of scrutiny, where landlords work with customer scrutiny teams to enable customers to take an in-depth look at services and make recommendations to improve.  
Sharon sees that Greatwell Homes are doing pretty well at scrutiny.  We carry out regular scrutiny reviews – usually two a year, they are customer-led meaning that customers suggest and are involved in choosing the topics to be scrutinised and the scrutiny team writes their own report and create their own recommendations. We have a mixture of customers that have done scrutiny reviews before and customers that are new to scrutiny, and we’re a lot better now at hearing from a wide range of customers by using more informal methods of feedback such as surveys and focus groups as part of the research methods.  Having said this, Sharon would like to see us do more in-person engagement as this worked really well in the last scrutiny review about communication in Independent Living.
Sharon’s day two workshop was about engagement for diversity.  Most landlords have found that minority groups don’t know about involvement opportunities with their landlord. Where research has been carried out, customers from minority groups have said they feel that it’s a tokenistic gesture, or that they will become the poster child for diversity, and that they don’t know what it in it for them and how they will benefit from getting involved with their landlord.  As a way to make things better for minority customers and to improve diversity in the customers engaging with their landlords, the workshop suggested making sure expenses are covered as a bare minimum, and that we have different approaches to involvement because not everyone is able or wants to do hour long monthly meetings on Teams.
Sharon also attended a breakfast session on the art of saying no.  This was an optional session before the second day of the conference formally started.  The speaker shared ideas around how to diplomatically say no, while not causing offense or conflict.
Sharon also attended a session about rethinking repairs.  This session was hosted by the Chartered Institute of Housing and Wates which is a private organisation across the whole of the UK which provide the repairs and maintenance service for many landlords.  Wates want to learn what customers want.  Common frustrations include operatives knocking the door but posting a calling card and leaving before allowing enough time for the customer to answer the door, and asking for feedback too soon after the repair was completed – customers want to know how the repair will settle in before giving feedback but they find the survey closes too soon. There was also discussion in the workshop about the pros and cons of an in-house repairs service and contractors. This summer Greatwell Homes are doing a project to find out what makes an excellent repairs service where staff and customers are working together to find out how we can improve from a good repairs service to an excellent service.
Sharon also spent a lot of time speaking with customers of other landlords, finding out what they do and sharing best practice ideas.

Andy’s first workshop was about Tenant Satisfaction Measures.  This is a survey that the regulator has asked all landlords to ask of their customers to ensure they are being listened to – the responses to these surveys are shared with the regulator.  Andy saw that Greatwell Homes are not the worst nor the best landlord from these TSM survey results, but he can see that we are dedicated to getting it right.  Andy feels more empowered now, the new regulations mean more control for residents.
Andy also had a conversation with the Chief Executive of Tpas, Jenny.  They both feel optimistic about the new Labour government and their plans for changes to planning conditions which will make providing more social housing more achievable.
Andy also attended a workshop about social housing stigma – a bias and set of negative assumptions about social housing homes and the people that live in them. We are taking new practices on board to help address and remove to cause of stigma.  One of the assumptions about social housing customers is that customers don’t work, that they are at home all day.  This is demonstrated in the appointment slots for repairs and the visit times of Housing staff. Anti-social behaviour is often blamed on social housing tenants before the facts become clear. Andy also heard that tenants judge each other, for example differentiating between those that have jobs and pay their own rent and those that receive benefits to pay rent.  He also heard about the perceived hierarchy of housing, with home ownership at the top, followed by shared ownership, private rent, market rent, affordable housing and social housing at the bottom. The group talked about a lesser stigma in new housing developments – Housing Association homes look just the same as non-social rent homes. There are also mixed tenure neighbourhoods now whereas decades ago ‘council estates’ were built of exclusively council owned homes.

Andy, Mary, Sharon and La Vern enjoyed an overnight stay at the conference hotel.  They were served a meal with the other conference delegates, and the England Euros match was played – and England won!!  
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