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1. 
Executive Summary
 
This Strategy sets out Peabody’s commitment to involve its customers during the period 2008-11.  After discussion with our customers we have agreed that we involve them to:

· ensure accountability;
· deliver thriving communities and;
· improve services.

This is a giant leap forward from our previous 2002 – 2007 Strategy by embedding involvement across our activities and placing our customers at the heart of everything we do.  The key change is that this strategy focuses on outcomes rather than processes of involvement.   It will make our involvement structures more widely accessible and will enable us to ensure that involvement methods suit our customers and are directed towards achieving positive outcomes for residents, communities and Peabody.  
This document outlines our keys objectives around customer involvement which are to:

· ensure that customers have equal opportunities of take part in involvement;
· develop market intelligence about our customers;
· develop a range of involvement  methods to suit identified customer needs;
· develop resources and training to facilitate involvement;
· provide feedback to customers on how their involvement has made a difference and brought about change;
· agree with customers service standards for their involvement;
· develop a range of ways for our customers to agree service standards, influence corporate decision making and hold us to account;
· ensure our customers can influence decisions made over investment in and development of homes and neighbourhoods;
· consider with customers the value for money of involvement;
· agree neighbourhood plans and targets with customers.
The Strategy and associated action plan will explain how we will achieve the desired outcomes, timelines and the benchmarks for success.  This includes:

· developing a menu of opportunities for customers to be involved in improving services, customer service, homes and communities.   The highlight being the move towards resident focussed self-regulation through the development of the Resident Review Committee backed up by a Customer Inspection Team;

· strengthening the role of Resident Associations and Community Groups by working with them to develop local plans, to tackle issues important to them as well as explore devolved budgets and management opportunities;
· developing ways for the customer’s voice to be heard at the strategic level, by providing mechanisms and training for customer involved up to Governor level;  
· community initiatives that will build up the capacity of our residents to engage with us and the community as a whole.
 
Our Business Plan, 2008-2011, designed with our customers, carries forward our agenda from previous years.  We have focussed our objectives into four priority areas: Excellent Customer Services; Thriving Communities; Desirable Homes and First Class Organisation. 
 
The Business Plan is underpinned by a number of key operational strategies.  The Customer Involvement Strategy sets out how residents and services users are consulted with and can become involved with Peabody.  The Strategy sets out our approach to customer involvement in the management of the 17,000 homes owned by Peabody and in other services we provide to residents and the wider community.  It defines how they can influence, comment, feedback, assist in developing policies and monitor customer service delivery.   
The Peabody Involvement Strategy refers to:

· the processes that Peabody undertakes that help us to know what our customers and communities want;
· the activities and resources that enable customers to be involved if they want to;
· the activities that enable customers to have influence over decisions when they want to.
There are four ways in which customers can engage in our services. These are:

i By receiving information
Peabody provides a range of information to customers to enable them to access our services, to describe those services and to set out service standards.

ii Through consultation
Peabody consults with customers to ensure that their views are taken into account before decisions are made.

iii By being actively involved
Peabody encourages customers to become actively involved in helping us to arrive at decisions or improve services.
iv By taking direct control
Peabody promotes ways for customers to become formally involved in or take control of the decision-making processes.  
In this document the term customer is used to mean residents and service users.
INTRODUCTION
Peabody is a registered charity and housing association with the primary aim of tackling the effects of poverty in London.  Peabody has been operating since the middle of the 19th Century and during this time has consistently acknowledged the clear links between good housing, successful individuals and sustainable communities.  
We have a clear commitment to providing high quality housing services, to tackling social exclusion and building sustainable communities and therefore the Peabody mission statement “fighting poverty in London” is as relevant today as it has ever been.
 
To further these aims Peabody undertakes positive activities to tackle the wider causes and symptoms of poverty and social deprivation in London.  Many London communities experience low levels of educational achievement and skill development, rundown housing, high levels of joblessness, poor health and above average rates of crime and fear of crime.  
 
In order to succeed, Peabody has developed a Business Plan and series of strategies to ensure that an integrated approach is taken which maximises both resources and achievements.  Peabody has a commitment to providing excellent services to its residents, service users and to the communities in which it operates.
 
Peabody aims to be an outstanding social landlord delivering high quality housing management services that meet the needs of residents and leaseholders in an effective and efficient way.  Peabody is committed to the continuous maintenance, improvement and review of Peabody’s housing stock through an effective, adequately resourced and actively managed asset management strategy and maintenance service.  
In 2008, Peabody have commissioned research to develop a vision for the exemplary Peabody community for the next 25 years.  The project has involved consultation with residents, staff and other stakeholders, as well as looking at best practice.
Peabody knows it must work closely with its customers to ensure that they are at the centre of the debate about community involvement in regeneration, service provision, management, governance and future organisational structures. Peabody must ensure that this strategic commitment to customer involvement is translated into real actions to promote the involvement of customers in all activities of the organisation.
 
Peabody is determined to involve customers in all aspects of its business so that they can influence, comment, feedback and assist in developing policies and actively monitor service delivery. The restructuring of Neighbourhood Services into four regionally managed services will assist in developing a more flexible and local focus to the provision of housing services.  
 
It has been demonstrated that high quality customer involvement brings an array of benefits that range from improved communication and service delivery through to stabilised, sustainable and revitalised communities.  In order to harness the energy that exists within Peabody communities and address the issues that are important to them, Peabody and residents will need to work with a range of partners and agencies to develop and implement solutions. 
 
The purpose of this strategy is to provide a framework to ensure the actions that are necessary to deliver the aims of Peabody and its residents are carried out.  This strategy sets out the framework and associated activities that will make effective customer involvement possible.
 
3.
THE CONTEXT IN WHICH WE OPERATE
For the most part RSLs provide services to captive audiences who cannot simply take their custom elsewhere if they do not like the service.  Without the direct impact of lost business that affects commercial operators, associations need other means of ensuring that they are providing the right, high quality services.  
Government has been keen to emphasise greater user and customer responsiveness in services as well as the opportunity for user, customer and citizen perspectives further enhanced in inspection.  This has impacted on housing associations, as have calls for the reform of the regulatory framework in recent years.  
RSLs have now recognised that satisfied customers mean that workloads are easier to manage, staff get more out of their work and the housing management is cheaper to run.  In addition, RSLs are acknowledging the social capital benefits of involvement to communities.
Resident empowerment is increasingly being linked to service improvements, accountability and meeting local needs.  Social housing providers are expected to spend more time ‘looking outwards to the people who really matter’.  (Ruth Kelly, 19 June 2007).  

This Strategy has been informed by a number of different and influential policy reviews which are summarised below.  
In 2006 The National Consumer Council set up a Resident Involvement Commission which produced the ‘What Residents Want’ report which recognised the good work done by social landlords, but made a number of recommendations:

· emphasised the need for greater accountability to residents;
· it wanted social landlords to get the basics right and go the extra mile;
· give residents a choice;
· residents are interested in becoming involved and see the value of it ‘on paper’. However, many report apathy about doing anything in reality, unless their housing association can convince them that getting involved matters and can make a difference;
· make involvement personal.  Residents want opportunities to be involved that are convenient to them and give them a personal as well as a collective say, and;
· set up ‘Scrutiny panels’ with powers to call in the Audit Commission;
The Cave Review on housing regulation put forward a basic thesis that the need for external regulation arises primarily because residents cannot simply take their business to another supplier.  In other words, the more that residents are involved in and satisfied with the scope, standards and performance of the service, the less the regulator should need to interfere.  Within the new Office for Residents and Social Landlords, although measured performance will continue to be important, a key component of regulation will be in Cave’s words, ‘the level of resident satisfaction, resident involvement and choice’.

Lord Egan’s review of contracting in the construction industry has been instrumental in driving changes to the procurement of maintenance and improvement works and the development of fully partnered contracts have had a key impact on RSLs.  Residents have become an essential part of core groups developing partnering methods for maintenance and improvement works contracts.

The introduction of Decent Homes Standards means that nearly all affected housing has to be brought up to standard by 2010; and secondly that it imposes the principle of life cycle renewals.  This sets the basis for asset management renewals in the long term.  Many associations in consultation with customers have set their own higher standards and reflected them in their asset management strategies and business plans.  Although the Decent Homes Standard was introduced to tackle specific problems, it will live on in self-imposed standards for future improvements.

The Housing Corporation over the last few years has implemented an approach to new investment that effectively treats RSLs assets as a public resource.  This principle is to be maintained by the new Homes and Communities Agency when it takes over the Corporation’s investment function.  This policy approach puts particular emphasis on associations using all possible uncharged asset value and all uncommitted income surpluses to subsidise the provision of more new homes.  Non-core services could be under more pressure in the effort to meet housing growth targets.  Customer involvement in setting standards and agreeing programmes for maintenance and improvement will help protect budgets from development demands.

The Involvement Policy
The Housing Corporation introduced a new policy People First – Delivering Change through Involvement for the sector in 2007 which stated that involvement needs to be directed towards achieving positive outcomes for residents, communities and housing associations.  It also set out the building blocks for involvement.  Within the Policy, involvement is defined as:

· all of the activities and processes that a housing association undertakes that help it to know what its residents and communities want;

· all of the activities and resources that enable people to be involved, if they want to;

· all of the activities that enable residents and communities to have more influence over decisions when they want it; and

· the framework in which involvement is delivered (e.g. the Involvement Statement and Impact Assessment).

The Housing Corporation’s Regulatory Code states that Housing Associations must seek and be responsive to resident’s views and priorities and that associations should consider a range of methods and opportunities to consult and obtain feedback from residents. They should seek to make an agreement, developed in partnership with residents, setting out how this will be resourced, measured, monitored and reviewed.  The Involvement Policy also sets out the building blocks for involvement.  
There is an expectation that all housing associations will take into account these external influences and consider how they can be used when developing structures and services.  This is clearly stated in the Audit Commission’s Key Line of Enquiry on resident involvement.
The Audit Commission’s inspections of housing services examines service quality from two view points: is it good value for money?; and does it meet the need of users?; In assessing the users perspective, the Commission want to know:

· What role residents have in service development, monitoring and review

· Whether or not residents are satisfied with service;

· How responsive associations are to resident’s concerns.

Services that are developed and delivered without the involvement of residents will be criticised regardless of the performance levels.
4
KEY PERFORMANCE INDICATORS
Peabody is required by the Housing Corporation to measure resident satisfaction with ‘opportunities for participation in management and decision making’ and this is benchmarked against other housing associations through the Regulatory and Statistical Return.  The satisfaction of Peabody’s residents is in the bottom quartile for the sector at 34% (STATUS survey 2006).  When asked how much they felt Peabody ‘takes residents’ views into account when making decisions’, 9% said a lot and 44% a little.  This suggests that Peabody must change both its approach and communication around involvement activities and outcomes. 

5.
BACKGROUND
 
Much progress has been made in the development of customer involvement in Peabody’s activities over the last five years since its first Tenant Participation Strategy (2002-2007) was launched.  A culture and approach has been created which places customer involvement at the heart of a range of strategic and operational activities.  This has been supported by a menu of options for involvement which allows customers to choose how they wish to be involved.
During 2007, it was acknowledged that our approach needed to be updated to reflect the increased menu of involvement at Peabody as well as to accommodate developments in the external policy environment and best practice.    
The mechanism established to manage and co-ordinate this review, was the establishment of a resident led Steering Group which was set up to review Peabody’s approach to customer involvement.  The Steering Group comprised 3 residents, one leaseholder, the Chair of Resident and Community Committee, the Director of Customer Services and the Director of Property Services.  The Assistant Director Policy & Inclusion and the Resident Inclusion Manager attended to provide information on best practice, the finding of research carried out to inform the review and take instruction and direction from the Steering Group on other required research.  The review was also informed by the outcomes of the Audit Commission 2006 Inspection of Peabody and external factors such as Cave and the new Involvement Policy.  
The Steering Group:
· took into account external policy reviews and reports focusing on the relationship between housing organisations and their residents described in Section 3 of this Strategy;

· looked at best practice in housing and non-housing organisations in involving customers and using their views to improve services; and
· considered the findings of Peabody’s Impact Assessment setting out the costs and benefits of customer involvement at Peabody.  
The Steering Group Report recommended that the Customer Involvement Strategy be structured around three key themes:
Accountability – further developing the menu of options for customers to become involved and a system that ensures customer services are regularly monitored, reviewed and evaluated by customers.  Customer feedback is acted upon and used to improve services and service standards.  

Thriving Communities – neighbourhood management is committed to putting this at the heart of Peabody’s business.  This means working with residents to develop local involvement plans and strategies in the shape of Estate and Neighbourhood Plans.  

Service Improvement – developing the customer satisfaction strategy and research programme to increase the range of methods used to canvas and gather feedback on customer services.  
6
The Objectives of the Strategy
 
Customers have agreed that they consider involvement at Peabody to be vital in three key areas:

· Ensuring accountability

· Delivering thriving Communities

· Improving services
Peabody will ensure that these headline aims are achieved by delivering the following outcomes:

1. 
We will ensure that customers have equal opportunities to take part in involvement and take active steps to engage with under represented-and vulnerable groups.  We will do this through knowledge of our customer’s preferences developing a menu of consultation methods and involvement opportunities.  We will proactively work with underrepresented groups to develop engagement methods that build positive relations, contribute to improving equality of access to service and increased community cohesion.
2.
We will develop a profile of residents in their homes and make positive effort to develop ‘market intelligence’ on their needs and aspirations.  We will strive to obtain a clear view of who our customers are and what they want, will know who to talk to and when.
3.
Develop a range of methods of consultation and involvement, with active residents, and/or communities, that allow people to be involved on their terms.

4.
We will provide resources and training to enable involvement to happen.  We will provide properly resourced capacity building and training for customers, staff and where appropriate, communities.
5.
We will provide feedback to customers on how their involvement brought about change.  We will provide access to information and present it in a way that enables them to ask searching questions to enable customers to influence decisions and hold Peabody accountable.
6.
We will agree with customers the ‘service standards’ for our involvement activities such as timescales for consultations.

7.
We will develop with our customers ways to negotiate service targets, influence corporate decision making and hold the association to account.

8.
We will develop and sustain mechanisms, with customers which provide influence over investment in and the design of affordable homes, and where relevant, wider neighbourhood priorities.

9.
We will consider with customers the value for money of involvement activities, including the added value that involvement creates.

10.
We will develop with customers where appropriate neighbourhood level targets and scrutiny where they want this and it is relevant.
How this will be achieved

Excellent Customer Services

The Customer Involvement Review and the Business Planning process both identified improved customer satisfaction with both the quality and accessibility of services as a key business priority 2008-11.  The Business Plan recognises that developing and implementing our customer involvement strategy will be key to this.  We will achieve these outcomes by:
· using the information held on our computer database and collected through our Access to Services Survey and rolling programme of tenancy audits, we will set targets for inclusive involvement.  Using this information, we will target particular groups to encourage and support their increased involvement;  

· setting up and developing a Resident Review Committee to monitor Trust performance in relation to customer services around key areas, commission resident led inspection and to make recommendations for improvements;  

· setting up a resident led inspection service to support the role of the Resident Review Committee;  
· developing a revised framework for co-ordinating and managing consultation across Peabody on key business plan activities including service reviews and policy reviews;
· supporting the service review and improvement process through the use of Focus Groups, the Customer Panel and Sounding Boards as well as resident associations and community groups;
· involving residents in a range of ways that will assist Peabody in achieving significant improvement in the quality of the maintenance service;
· implementing a variety of methods to measure customer satisfaction and use the information to contribute towards continuous improvement;

· identifying opportunities provided by new approaches and technology to provide more opportunities for residents to comment and feedback about services; and,
· we will set clear outcomes and targets for all customer involvement activities to ensure that involvement opportunities represent value of money are effective through monitoring, resident satisfaction and impact assessments;
How will this be measured

· The annual involvement statement

· The annual impact assessment

· An increase in the number of customers involved

· We will audit each service and activity to ensure that participation and consultation measures up to the expectations of a 3* service (the highest standard set by the Audit Commission). 

· Benchmark against our service standards

· Against our peers in the sector

· Customers involved and influencing more Trust activities

· Comparison of involved customers with our overall customer profile

· Surveys and STATUS
Thriving Communities

Peabody’s aim is to improve life chances of people of all ages and the Customer Involvement Review recognised the importance that community engagement can have in promoting sustainable neighbourhoods and supportive communities.  Peabody’s approach to involving residents in developing thriving communities will be by:
· Neighbourhood Services developing an approach to working with communities to develop Neighbourhood Action Plans that will engage communities in developing solutions to local issues;  
· developing appropriate ways of consulting and involving residents on a regional or neighbourhood basis.  This will include considering the introduction of more local resident participation agreements;
· continuing to work with young residents to enhance life chances, promote their engagement in their communities and at a strategic level at Peabody;
· developing projects to involve older and vulnerable residents;

· developing and promoting cross-generational and community initiatives to solve issues, build social capital and establish local consensus;
· developing and delivering a comprehensive training programme for our staff setting out Peabody’s approach to involvement and best practice;  
· promoting and delivering training and activities that will increase the capacity of residents to engage in their community and in wider Trust activities;
· considering the use of devolved decision making and budgets with residents and explore local management options with interested customers.  Offering support to residents who wish to explore the feasibility of setting up Resident Management Organisations;
· Providing funding, resources advice and support to Tenant & Resident Associations and Community Groups;
· Assisting Tenant & Resident Associations and other community groups to bid for external funding to assist them with local projects, including environmental projects;
· Develop associated strategies to support customer involvement including our Community Centre Strategy and our Financial Inclusion Strategy.  
· Encourage residents to become involved in community projects and networks.  

How will this be measured

· Annual assessment of Estate and Neighbourhood Plans by customers and staff

· The Annual Impact Assessment

· Annual surveys of satisfaction with opportunities to take part in management and decision making

· We will audit each service and activity to ensure that participation and consultation measures up to the expectations of a 3* service (the highest Audit Commission level). 

· Benchmark against our service standards

· Against our peers in the sector

Desirable Homes

Our goal is to provide customers with good quality homes, fit for the 21st Century.  

· We will involve customers in implementing a maintenance strategy to achieve a responsive and ‘right first time’ maintenance service for customers that meets their individual needs and where possible provides choice;
· we will continue to consult and involve customers in Decent Homes, Sound and Improve stock improvement works.  We will involve customers in project planning, policy development and in procurement and contractor selection; 
· during improvement and major works, we will use appropriate feedback and consultation methods tailored to the individual estate or neighbourhood based upon our ‘market intelligence’.  Methods of feedback and consultation will include:

· questionnaires;

· canvas cards;

· ideas mapping;

· route mapping;

· video;

· web;

· SMS messaging; 

· consultation stalls;
· door knocking;
· open days / fun days; 

· visits; and
· workshops / group meetings;
and other methods that will maximise resident involvement.  Peabody will continue to resource services dedicated to supporting customer involvement across Peabody.
· we will put in place mechanisms to involve customers in the design of affordable homes.
How will this be measured

· Annual assessment of impact of customer involvement

· Annual surveys of satisfaction with opportunities to take part in management and decision making

· We will audit each service and activity to ensure that participation and consultation measures up to the expectations of a 3* service. 

· Benchmark against our service standards

· Assess performance against our peers in the sector

Resident Involvement in the Governance Structure 

The strategic direction of Peabody is set by the Board of Governors and implemented by the Chief Executive and staff of the organisation.  The direction of Peabody is set out in an annually updated Business Plan from which flows a series of operational plans and targets.  The Board of Governors comprises of twelve members and seeks to embrace the diversity of Peabody’s communities in its make-up.  All members of the Board are appointed because of their personal qualities and experience which in different ways enhance the work and operation of Peabody.  
 
To ensure that the customer’s views and experiences are heard at Governor level, Peabody has appointed 2 Resident Governors to the Board.  The Resident Governors have the same responsibilities as other Governors and bring their experience of being a resident to the Board.  Resident Governors are selected through interviews, which follow advertisements.  Resident Governors are appointed for up to two terms of three years each.
 
Additionally, there are committees that monitor service delivery against the agreed operational plans and targets.  Each committee is chaired by a member of the Board; and regular reports on operational areas of business are made to the main Board.   The four committees are:
 
       Resident and Community Committee (3 roles)
       Property Committee (1 role)
       Finance Committee (1 role)
· Audit and Risk Committee (1 role)
There are a number of Resident Co-optee roles on these committees.  Resident Co-optees are selected for these roles through interviews with officers and Governors, following advertisements and nominations from staff members.

It is the Board’s policy that resident Co-optee roles on committees provide an opportunity for residents to develop the skills and experience required for Resident Governor roles and thereby contribute to succession planning for the Board.
There are also three resident members of the Complaints and Feedback Panel which hear Stage 3 Complaints on behalf of the Board and reports to Board and functional Committees. 

Resident Involvement Structure  
As part of the Customer Involvement Review it was agreed to review the formal customer involvement structures and to incorporate some of the policy themes from Cave and wider.  We have done this by establishing the Resident Review Committee and during 2008/11 will develop an appropriate methods to find and develop the best resident board and sub-committee members.
Staff responsible for developing strategy and policy are required to consult with customers to ensure they are developed to meet the needs and priorities of our residents.  For example, there is annual consultation on the Business Plan and there is consultation on the individual policies contained within the five year Policy Timetable.  

Peabody holds conferences where customers can meet members of the Board of Governors and Executive Team.  These are co-ordinated and managed centrally with the Director of Customer Services acting as the sponsor.  Peabody will;
· work with its customers to establish new bodies and an appropriate structure that will guarantee that all customers have the opportunity to become involved in influencing policy and strategy if they wish to; 

· ensure that training support and resources are available for residents/customers involved at strategic level; and
· provide a range of opportunities for customers to meet with senior staff and governors, such as at conferences and forums ‘meet the managers’ events, coffee mornings and road shows.  

· Annual assessment of impact of customer involvement in policy and strategic decision making

· Surveys of satisfaction with opportunities to take part in management and decision making

· We will audit each service and activity to ensure that participation and consultation measures up to the expectations of a 3* service. 

· Benchmark against our service standards

· Assess performance against our peers in the sector

7.
RESOURCING AND REVIEWING THE STRATEGY

The Strategy will be resourced within the existing staffing and budget allocations.  The Policy & Insight Team will act as ‘internal consultants’ and advise staff about options for involving customers as well as best practice.  The Team includes training staff on customer involvement.  
Directorates and Services will be responsible for the involvement activities in their areas.  This includes the development of Regional and Estate Management involvement initiatives by the Neighbourhood Services Team.  

A working group will measure progress against the Strategy.  This will include progress against the Action Plan and information from the Annual Impact Assessment.  

This will be reported to Peabody’s Resident and Community Committee on an annual basis.
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