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I ntroduction

Housing departments are complex organisations to manage because of the
wide range of functions that they have to perform and the extensive
interrelationships between their work and that of other agencies and
departments of the council. The balance of work is continually changing as
new problems and new needs arise, for example the needs of the homeless
and the elderly have become increasingly important and urgent over the last
decade. On top of this housing departments have to cope with aconsiderable
amount of new legidlation which has the potential dramatically to shift the
nature and balance of housing work by local authorities. The wide range of
diversefunctionsof local authority housing responsibilitiesraisesthe question
of the degree of organisational integration between activities, and the degree
to which specialisation is necessary. As needs change the very basis of the
organisation may change, for example a client group pattern of organisation
is beginning to emerge as the needs of different population groups became
more differentiated. The basis on which housing work is organised is having
to change as the structure of the organisation comes to reflect different
priorities. There are thus continuing organisational dilemmas, for example
between centralisation and decentralisation, between specialist and generic
work, between providing and enabling. A major part of the management task
Is the resolution of these dilemmas.

Thereisclearly astrong need to coordinate the management of estatesand
the management of the housing service with other aspects of the management
of the local authority. It is not clear that the explicit client/contractor
relationship recommended by the Department of the Environment and implicit
in the ring-fencing of the housing revenue account will solve the problem.
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The housing department must also link intensively with organisations
outsidethelocal authority. All authoritieswill need to have contact with ahost
of other bodies especially socia services, the police, housing associations,
private landlords, Department of the Environment and so on.

In future it will be necessary for housing managers to develop the skills
of managing networks of influence rather than being able to manage through
direct control alone. Our research shows that the present focusin housing is
on the management of the department, and the culture of departments will
need to change rapidly if they are to be effective managers of relationships
with external bodies. The housing departments which we studied were
strongly internally oriented. Nor isit clear that ring-fencing, withimplications
of separation and self-sufficiency, will aid cooperation. It could easily
become the cause of antagonism and confrontation.

In this chapter we do not report on our detailed analysis of organisation,
wherewe particularly looked at structure, processand culture. Instead we use
thismaterial, and other material presented in thisreport, to focus upon aseries
of issues which we fedl can and often do represent blockages to improved
management quality within the housing service. We therefore concentrate on
some of our key findings and conclusions. We aso try to establish lines of
managerial action which could help to removethose blockageswereit desired
to do so.

A context for improving management quality

Our national survey of local authority housing departments asked what they
were doing to improve the quality of their housing management. Therewere
awide range of responses, often including detailed case studies of action on
specific estates. However, from the survey analysis four key areas were
referred to most often.

Developing and extending service decentralisation

Improving performance on the repairs service

Incorporating a wider tenant perspective into their decision making
Devel oping a more customer oriented service

These were the commonly adopted strategies to improve service quality.
Certainly theitem concerning the repairs service would be most likely to have
amajor impact on quality of service, especialy astenantsthemselvesidentify
thisasthe most important aspect of their housing service. However, it should
be pointed out that the other three strategies do not necessarily, of themselves,
lead to improving the quality of management. They can be vehiclesfor doing
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so, but much will depend upon the precise strategy adopted in each case and,
more particularly, upon the manner in which the strategy actually affects the
decision making process, the organisation of service delivery and how tenants
perceive changes in the quality of service. The danger is that housing
departments may too readily assume that adopting a particular strategy isthe
end initself. Our study would emphasise that such strategies are the means
to the achievement of the wider goal of improving service quality. Such
strategies can be seen to have succeeded or failed to varying degrees in
different locations and circumstances.

We identified the wider managerial context as being significant in order
to achieve enhanced service quality. Our in depth case studies revealed the
primary significance of effective implementation and the need for improved
management capacity to achieve high quality service management. Effective
implementation of policies, procedures and action to improve manageria
quality isvital. Too oftenthereisadichotomy between policy devel opersand
implementers leading to less effective results than could have been achieved.
There is also a need to improve the manageria capacity within housing
departments. Some authorities have gone further down this road than others,
by a combination of strategic replacement of staff, enhanced selection
procedures, improved training and a wider vision of the role of housing
management.

The four case study housing departments, like all other housing
departments, were facing times of uncertainty, new legisation, rapid change
in perceived roles and shifting values. The authorities had reacted differently
but severa key managerial attributes were crucia in terms of how well the
organisation responded. These were leadership skills, good communications
and vision. These were vital in ensuring a more effective response to the
challenges facing the housing service. At the same time it was especially
important to maintain good morale amongst staff. Where staff morale was
high service quality was perceived by tenantsto be better. 1t thus appearsthat
thereisaclose link between good morale and good quality service.

It was aso clear that not only were there significant differences in the
quality of housing management in the four local authorities, but that within
each authority differences in the local management of estates are also highly
significant. Our view is that much of the onus of management quality
improvement rests upon local housing office managers. This point is
developed further in our later discussion of local housing offices. Here we
simply point out that a key factor in assessing differences in housing service
quality and in tenants' perceptions of service was the managerial capability
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of loca office managers. In particular their human resource management
skillsin leading the local office and their capacity to boost morale, to adopt a
responsible, responsive and flexible approach was important. It was also
important for local managersto develop aclear and distinct local vision at the
estate level. Therewasavery clear need for greater financial planning skills
at the local level. There is a need to focus management training and staff
development at the area and estate level. This goes beyond the professional
housing management qualification.

Tenant expectations of the housing service
Thetenant surveys revealed wide ranging differencesin perceptions between
authorities and between estates in the same authority. This demonstrates and
validates the significance of individual estate and local housing office
catchment area based tenant surveys rather than simply authority-wide
surveys. Itislocal variation aswell asthe overall picture which isimportant.
We asked tenants what they saw as the most important aspects of their
council housing service. Acrossthe four authorities the top responses (based
upon the percentage of all respondents citing a specific aspect; respondents
could select two or three issues) are presented in table 4.1 .

Table 4.l
The most important aspects of council housing services
No. %
|. Good repairs service 492 58
2. Keeping the areain a good state of repair 356 42
3. Choice of whereto live 208 24
4. Improvements and modernisations to property

by council 193 23
5. Right to do own improvements 178 2l

6. Having member of household take over tenancy
at desth 174 20
7. Housing suitable for elderly people [ 71 20
8. Low level of rent 168 20

other responses below 13%

It was clear that these perceived tenant prioritiesdo vary according to personal
circumstances, stage in the life cycle, individual estate and what tenants are
used to.
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When asked about what prioritiesfor servicetenantswould likefrom their
housing department the results have already been tabulated in table 3.1. As
with the findings on service quality in service industries we find that it is the
interaction of staff with tenants which is perceived to be most significant by
tenants. Accessto alocal office was seventh onthelist. To recap thetop four
were: staff who understand your problems 50 per cent; staff who explain
things well 46 per cent; privacy when talking about personal matters 43 per
cent; same staff member dealing with your problem 3| per cent.

These results also confirm the findings of other consumer-perception
studies of public service provision, that is, it is the degree of diversity in
perceived priorities between different sub-groups of respondents whether in
terms of personal circumstances or the estates from which they were drawn,
that seems especialy significant. Having the same member of staff dealing
with you was more important to young people up to 34 years of age. Having
friendly staff was more important to people of pensionable age, while having
to wait a minimal time before being dealt with was especially significant to
women, especially those with children. All this strongly suggests housing
departments need to think in segmented terms about their customers, to
recognise customer differencesand, if service quality isto beimproved, build
these differences into responses.

Tenant satisfaction with the housing service

Generally satisfaction amongst tenants with the various services provided by
the four housing departments was fairly high. Two out of every three
respondents were fairly or very satisfied. Only some |3 per cent were ‘fairly
dissatisfied” and 14 per cent were ‘very dissatisfied’. Satisfaction was
considerably higher amongst older tenants than younger ones and it was
lowest amongst those living in high rise flats where 36 per cent were ‘very
dissatisfied’. In our four authorities several schemes to improve the quality
of life in tower blocks had been and were being developed. This included
transfer and block demoalition in one authority.

To probe general satisfaction levels further we asked what were the
housing department particularly good or bad at. Theresult are given intable
4.2 and were answers to an open ended question.

We mention at the start of this chapter the importance for quality housing
management to be able to influence the actions of others. It isimportant to
recognise, as other studies have drawn to our attention, that the tenant seesthe
local estate and environment as onetotality and that the housing staff are also
expected by tenants to arrange for other departments and agencies to provide
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services. Itissometimeson thiswider provision or non-provision that tenants
will also judge their housing department and particularly their local housing
office. We therefore asked tenants about the problems of their
neighbourhoods to assess how many would be housing department specific.
Theresultsshow that few of theissues, if any, can be dealt with by the housing
service, let done the local housing office.

Table4.2
What isyour housing department particularly good or bad at?

% citing service as

Service good bad
Freedom to decorate 26 -
Easy methods of payment 17 -
Providing elderly persons housing |7 7
Keeping the areain agood state 13 15
Repairs service 23 26
Improvements and modernisations 8 12
Low rent levels - 6

Efficient transfer system -
Choice asto whereto live -
Provision of community facilities - 11

Managers recognised the importance of the impact of other agencies and
departments, but we saw few managerial systemsfor dealing with this wider
range of neighbourhood problems within the local offices. Basically it came
down to the willingness of individual staff to follow up issues, their tenacity,
their knowledge of who to contact and their ability to influence others.
Managerially this seemed to be a very hit and miss area, often not one with
which senior management generally concerneditself. Yetintenants eyesthe
housing department was clearly being judged by the issues facing the wider
neighbourhood. Most tenants do not differentiate between housing
department, local office and the council. This area needs attention both in
order to achieve more effect on the ground and in order to improve
management quality. Some local offices and departments saw the way
forward as using project teams which were interdisciplinary from both within
and outside the council. Tenant involvement, focussing on specific problems,
was an important factor in the more successful of such schemes.
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Table4.3
What do you think are the major problemsin your neighbourhood?

No. %
I. Dogsfouling public areas 307 36
2. Too few police patrols 257 30
3. Youth/children roaming the streets 247 29
4. Vandalism 207 24
5. Poor play facilities for children 196 23
6. Theft and burglary 188 22
7. Poor recreation facilities for young people 158 19
8. Too few working telephones 158 19
9. Poor parking facilities 149 17
10. Poor street lighting 136 16

Tenant survey conclusions

It is the importance attached by tenants to the provision of a prompt and
reliable repairs service and the percelved scope for improvement which
dominates the findings. It is notable that it is the human aspects of service
which most tenants emphasised, attitudes of staff in terms of friendliness,
understanding of problems and ability to explain things well, which emerge
as having a higher priority than most of the physical and accessibility aspects
of service provision. Clearly many housing departments need to give greater
weight to thisin their bid to improve service quality.

The research has revealed significant differences in perceptions and
expectationsbetween different sub-groups of tenantsthusreinforcing the need
for developing segmented approaches within new management strategies to
improve council housing management services.

Amongst the most interesting findings is the exceptionally positive
reactions about one of the four housing departments. Whilst it had clear areas
within which improvements might be made, the general finding was that the
quality of its management, itsleadership and the abilities of its area managers
were high. It wasthe housing department with |east problems of low morale,
sicknessand staff turnover. Atthesametimeitscentral procedureswerefairly
minimal, flexible and responsive to local circumstances. It was aso making
significant progress in improving the repairs service on a decentralised basis
and was concerned to improve its quality assurance. Of the four case study
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urban authorities it had the smallest council housing stock — though by no
means an insignificant number. It aso had amongst the highest rent levels of
district councilsin the country.

I mprovementsto therepairs service

All four of the authorities studied had made significant efforts to improve the
repairs service. Perhaps the strategy which was found to be most popular by
the tenants was the introduction of a rapid response team, which operated in
two of our study authorities. Two authorities had introduced quality control
mechanisms for repairs in order to obtain better information and act upon
mistakes and failures. Housing management staff had a more positive view
of the repairs service where repairs inspectors were based at housing offices
not at separate depots though there was still astrong divide between technical
and management staff. Locally based repairs staff were seen as helpful in
responding to small scale jobs. Separate repairs Direct Labour Organisation
were not seen as helpful.

It was very clear that in many cases local housing management staff and
local repairs staff did not see eye to eye. There were clearly conflicts of
interest, one led by being customer driven, the other by being workload and
technically driven. There were alot of accusations about each other. ‘They
don’t understand our repair scheduling’. ‘They usualy give us a poor
description of the work to be done and don't realise that a job can uncover
other necessary repair work’. ‘Housing management isalways on to usto get
repairs done on their definition of priority jobs — our criteriacan be different’.
From the housing management viewpoint: ‘ The foreman at the local depot is
always bolshy, he is aways like that, | think its because I’'m a woman
manager’. ‘The politicians put the retention of DLO jobs ahead of a quality
repair system in this authority — its the customers who lose intheend'. ‘Its
very variable here. We get on very well with some repair teams but not so
well with others. | think itsjust down to personality. It’sapity because good
relations obviously lead to better tenant satisfaction’.

The different values of technical repair staff and housing management
staff isacause of concern. It bitesright at the heart of what tenants place as
their top priority for service — housing repairs. Both groups have an interest
in providing an efficient, quality service but the approaches adopted by some
staff on both sidesseemto put thisinjeopardy. Inoneof our authoritiesrepairs
inspectors were based in the local housing office, not the repair depots. Their
ability to act aimost as ‘trandators between the two sides had certainly
improved already fairly good relations. Clearly the political stance in some
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cases does detract from ahigher quality of repairs service, but we should also
stress that other repairs systems in authorities clearly attempting to protect
DLOjobswereof avery high standard. Multi-skill repairspeopleand revision
of outdated and costly bonus schemes were also important elements of
improved repair service quality. Thereisaneed to see management of stock
and the repairs service more closely integrated in terms of commonality of
objectives and targets and a clearer understanding between technical and
housing management staff. Somelocal officeshad undertaken their ownjoint
training and social events which had proved fruitful.

L ocal housing offices and area managers

Many of the local housing offices that we visited had gone through a process
of redesign of reception areasin order to be more user friendly - with varying
results. Redesign was sometimes inhibited by site location, access points, ill
designed spaceto start with and insufficient budgets. Clearly peoplefelt there
had been improvement over previous reception facilities. In some offices
there was a degree of design confusion where cashier points were within the
reception area. Often cash payment points dominated local offices and were
sometimes the only part of the office always staffed. For security reasons it
is more difficult to make such points ‘user-friendly’. Space for privacy was
sometimes limited while receptionists initial inquiries would often bring out
points peoplewould wish to discuss more privately. Often, once receptionists
had determined privacy was needed, the tenant either had to wait for another
officer to appear and then use an interview room or come back at another time
or on another day. Interview roomswere generally cramped and certainly less
well furnished than the reception area itself. Panic buttons were usually
located near to the housing staff in these private rooms. In one case if the
alarm went staff would be there in about 20 seconds. The police were
considering action against one local housing office because of the number of
false alarm calls - often young children spotting the location of what looked
like adoor bell and amost inevitably pressing it!

Therange of services available at local officelevel varied considerably -
the more successful having the greater range of service control, a degree of
procedural flexibility and having good working relationswith the repair staff.
In many offices repairs staff were based at a separate depot and were seen as
independent and not as concerned as they might bewith serviceto tenants. In
most cases new added functions were being given to local offices. In one
authority amost all local estate functions were devolved and the central
department contained relatively few staff. This system clearly worked very
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well. What worked less well was the tendency in another case for functions
to be delegated on afairly random basis, in the eyes of estate officers, with no
clear principles.

Office layout was an important contributory factor to good working
relationships between staff responsible for different areas of work especially
between estate management officerswith their allocated number of properties
to manage and other, specialist function staff. Groups in rooms away from
normal communication routes in the building, for example in a prefabricated
newly added office in the car park, were likely to both feel and be isolated
from others. Good working relationships are especially important in local
housing offices. Poorly designed and decorated local offices also tended to
lead to poor morale amongst staff.

Information technology was an important contributor to an effectivelocal
service. It clearly affected the quality of service available locally. Often
housing benefits systems were | ess effective than they should have been and
usually any decisions had to be referred back to the central administration.
The level of technological sophistication varied considerably, and in some
cases staff were still using filing card systems (which were still preferred by
some staff). Computer systems were also sometimes out of date and caused
more frustration than no system at all. Good information was much
appreciated by desk-staff who saw it asgiving the power to deal with problems
themselves.

Many local offices were cramped and some uncomfortable to work in.
Several work area designs clearly depended on not everyone being there at
once.

High morale and strong leadership were vital to good service provisionin
thelocal office, and therole of thelocal areahousing manager was absolutely
crucial. Moralein many of the local offices was low and reflected in jokes
about colleagueswho were‘ill’, about tenants generally and about the central
housing staff in particular. 1t wasalsoreflectedinlevelsof absencefromwork
through sickness and other causes. Absence rates were high in some local
officeswhich on an average day may have had to run on astaff of threequarters
of the staff in post (which in turn, in several cases, was below their
establishment of posts). One authority had looked at the situation and
discovered that work absence was higher in the housing department than
elsawherein the authority, and that it was particularly high in many of itsarea
housing offices. Pressure, stress, tension, frustration and constant changesin
staffing and procedures were often given as reasons for high work absencein
low morale offices.
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The management quality of local housing office managers is a key
determinant of servicequality. Thejobispressured and often stressful. Local
office managers who spent less time working on details themselves, and who
felt least threatened by the extra call from an elected member, or the extra
demand for yet more statistics from the centre, or for more effort to reduce
arrears of rent, were those generally who could cope and manage best. They
also had other characteristics. They had their own vision of how the local
estate should be managed that was often independent, and someti mes opposed
to that of the centre. They found their own priorities. They tried to get the
office to work together as ateam, they set time aside regularly for reviews of
how people swork was progressing, they kept closely intouch with other area
housing officers and with housing officers at the centre. Sometimesthey had
worked at the centre, and had a good knowledge of it. Generaly they had
stronger instinctive or learnt * people management skills' rather than * housing
management skills' per se. They would alsofight strongly for their local patch
and often form alliancesto great effect. Such managersusually had anetwork
of relevant contacts within the authority, in their estate communities and in
other agencies. Thesewere some of the key ingredients of good local housing
office managers. Many were women which wasimportant in managing local
office staff who were usually women.

Local office morale was akey issue. Sometimes thiswas related to poor
leadership centrally and/or locally, to pressure of work andto theviciouscircle
of absenteeism leading to increased pressure leading to absenteeism.
Managers saw the need to improve moral e to effect better public service. Our
study results indicate the clear relationship between good morale and good
quality service. We go further and argue that the current emphasis on
performance, on objectives and targets is fine in principle, but that in a
managerial situation of low morale such a drive on performance could be
counter-productive. It would set targets for ‘excellence’ that could not be
achieved, and |eave peoplewith feelings of failureand inadequacy. Wewould
argue that managers should concentrate on improving morale first. Itisa
prerequisite of good quality management, not an afterthought. Quality and
performance follow morale.

Finally we consider the general issue of local housing office manageria
capacity. Often regular work disruptions flowed from the central
administration, in some cases so regularly as to disrupt totally any effective
workload planning. Clearly a certain amount of direction from the centreis
to be expected. However we fed the danger lies in the centre not having an
understanding of the capacity of alocal housing officeto cope with workload.
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Thelocal officeisthefront line so work gets added onto it, often without any
real sense of feeling for what is a reasonable capacity of local work to be
undertaken. Even if we accept that some pressure of work is probably a
positive manageria attribute the sort of unplanned impact on local officesis
difficult to deal with. We felt some offices had come near to total panic
because these workload capacity issues had not been adequately considered.
If we are to be concerned about service quality enhancement at local office
level then criteria must be clearly established which sets relevant workload
patterns. This should be a matter of precise measurement as well as
negotiation between area housing managers and senior central staff. Therole
of the area housing manager becomes more demanding and more crucial as
an emphasis is given to improving service quality and as cost centre
management and accountable management develop further in the housing
service.

I nternal communications

Good communications were a key managerial concern in improving housing
service quality. Systematic and regular internal communications systems
within the housing departments we studied varied considerably. Poor
communicationstended to lower morale asdid pressuresto drop current work
and deal with problems emanating from central senior management. This
could, and did, readily distort work patterns and in turn simply lead to the
magnification of the other problems.

In particular communication between area offices is important as is
communication with senior management. The former can often lead to
improvements in performance and to quality at local office level. Learning
from one's peers is as effective a way of managerial development as many
others. Some authorities had regular meetings between area office managers
often organised by themselves. What seemed lacking predominantly in the
authorities studied was methods for communication across the department
rather than simply up and down the hierarchy of management.

Rumour and myth can dominate organisations especially at times of
changewhen communicationsinternally are poor. Wearewitnessing aperiod
of constant change and thereforeit isvital that communications between staff
of all levelsisimproved to achieve cohesion and better service quality. Team
briefings, internal newdletters, regular meetings with senior staff and quality
circles are some of the ways in which this can be improved. The lead here
has to come from the top and from area housing managers themselves.
Positive moves by senior management are generally welcomed in the
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authoritieswe studied and staff newdl etters and team briefing were especially
wel comed.

Linkswith other council departments

The housing serviceis often thefirst point of contact over non-housing issues
or over issueswhose resol ution requires anon-housing service input (whether
fromthelocal council or another agency). Networking skillsto achieve action
oriented results, including detailed knowledge of the right contacts, was akey
skill needed by local housing offices. Often the success of the local housing
team was being judged by tenants in terms wider than housing management,
for example the upkeep of the estate generally (see also table 4.3).

Thereisscopefor improvement by using project based estate teams along
Estate Action and Priority Estates Project action lines. Several of our
authorities had undertaken such work on specific estates, usually through a
special purpose office on the estate itself. Housing officers were frequently
very critical of the performance of other departmentsin relation to their estate
areas, often, it would seem to us, with some justification.

Clearly as the housing revenue account becomes ring fenced in 1990, as
well asfor reasons of general economy, the housing service, both centrally or
at local office level, will wish to discuss with central departments such as
finance, personnel and legal services both the costs of services provided and
thenature of the service (intermsof relevanceto service quality amongst other
things). Financia planning skills will clearly need development within the
housing service and this could be linked to the developing context of service
level agreementswith such central servicesin order to ensure that the housing
service gets what is necessary to deliver services with an enhanced quality.

Communications with tenants

As we have aready demonstrated in chapter 3 there was an extremely wide
variation in the degree of tenant communication. Many tenants wanted to be
kept informed but did not want actively to participate. Some local housing
offices had community development and/or tenant liaison officers attached to
them. In other cases housing estate officerswere expected to perform thisrole
in relation to their own particular group of tenants. There was some conflict
between tenant liaison and housing estate officers, partly due to lack of
understanding of each other’s role and to some problems associated with job
definitions. Increasingly user group opinions were being sought and
consultation was broadening its base.
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The use of specidlists for tenant liaison needs careful consideration. It
may simply antagonise existing staff, especialy if thereisaformal emphasis
upon delegating control to decentralised local offices. In particular,
attempting to build strong systems of tenant participation will need to be
planned in relation to the authority’s strategy for management. We found
emphases on participation clashing with the more general culture and process
of the housing department in an organisation. Local staff, in particular, may
find themselves being given contradictory messages, if tenant participationis
dealt with centrally by specially appointed teams.

Procedures

Housing management appears driven by procedures. They are designed to
ensure equity, the same standards of service provision throughout the service.
Procedures are also mechanisms of managerial control. Within a
decentralised and often generic housing service there are inevitably tensions
about the interpretation of central proceduresin relation to the specific issues
on an estate, or in relation to individual cases. The authority which was
perceived by its tenants to be the most responsive alowed some degree of
flexibility ininterpretation and also intermsof design of proceduresand forms
within aframework of the need for certain information and certain priorities
from the senior management of the authority.

Asakey task of any local housing office manager isthat of managing such
tensions and pressures, this does imply some degree of flexibility within the
methods of operating procedures — which need to be seen as a means to an
end, not as an end in themselves (as they may sometimes be presented to
tenants).

We give two brief examples of this need for flexibility. In one office a
lady with achild cameto talk to the estate officer on duty about abroken fence
in her garden. Fences were repaired within around six months to one year.
Clearly they were not priority repairs. On further questioning by the estate
officer it became clear that there were another two young children, one of
whom was handicapped. They needed to play in the garden, but with the
broken fence dogs and other people could easily get into the garden. The
housing officer had the fence repaired next day. In another case a distraught
elderly gentleman called with aletter telling himhewasin arrears. Heclaimed
he had not beenin arrearsfor along time, in fact he paid well in advance. The
letter was issued by the central administration and area estate officers were
not ‘allowed’ to change them. The estate officer gave the tenant a cup of tea
to calm him down and went to check on the arrears computer system, he also
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checked a separate manual system. The gentleman was correct, the letter
wrong. To proveit waswrong the tenant wanted the estate officer to write on
it to say he had checked it and it waswrong, hewasin fact in advance payment
by X. This ran against procedures but the housing officer did as requested
and wrote his phone number on it in case anyone should wish to follow up his
action. Back in the office he sent an urgent note to the central administration
section. Both were clearly right to do what they did — any reasonable person
would have done the same — technically both were in breach of procedures.

Quality of servicethereforeisabout interpretation and flexible procedures.
Generally local staff felt that they wanted some procedures, but that they
should not betoorigid. Thereislittle pointinlocal management if itistotally
bound by procedures.

Teamwork

Many of the manager whom we interviewed stressed the importance of the
development of teams as ameans of improving management. In one casethe
Director wasdevel oping asysteminwhich all membersof staff weremembers
of at least one team. In another case team briefing had been introduced to
improve communications in the department. The development of teams that
crossed local housing offices was also seen as valuable in improving
communication. In authority C quality circles had been introduced on an ad
hoc basis. Teamwork aimed to support staff, improvemorale, provideaforum
for informing, getting feedback and letting staff explore operational issues.
Many people find working to team responsibility an easier task than working
to personal responsibility (especialy where that tends to be an isolated role).
Teamwork was especially important for the management of loca estate
offices. Themost successful local officeswerethosewith astrong team sense.

Management infor mation

Our research evidence suggests that management information in housing is
frequently poor. None of the housing departments we studied would claim to
be satisfied with the information they had for management purposes, but in
two cases it was seen as being very poor. The development of more
decentralised and responsive systemsiscrucially dependent ontheavailability
of good information and the development of appropriate information
technology. It wasalso felt by many inlocal housing offices that information
that was wanted by senior management was of little use to the local manager
in managing local estates. Area offices need their own management
information systems if quality of service is to be a key theme for action.
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Information management isamajor areafor improvement in the development
of abetter quality of housing management. There was a particular paucity of
financial management information and skills and of effective use of local
office team time in relation to the priorities set, either by the loca office
manager or by central administration.

Organisational models

One of the key organisational gquestions which need to be addressed by a
rapidly changing housing service is whether the organisation is flexible
enough to cope with the widerange of different taskswhich it hasto perform.
Housing servicesare becoming more complex asweindicated at the beginning
of this chapter. Yet we know from organisational theory literature that
different organisational models best suit different kinds of task. Inthe present
housing scene we witness at least four types of tasks which have to be
undertaken. Thesewe can call the regulatory role, the service provisionrole,
theinitiatives development role and enabling or networking role. Taking each
in turn we can argue that the regulatory role is usualy best performed by a
bureaucratic hierarchy type of organisation. Hence we have e ements of this
within our housing service organisation. The service provision role on the
other hand is usually best undertaken by a decentralised, customer-centred
organisation. Perhaps we are moving down that route with area offices,
though the extent to which they are customer-centred as opposed to
bureaucratically drivenisrelevant. Third we seethe need for new initiatives
development by the housing service. Such facilitating styles of organisation
are usually characterised by ad hocery, small teams, short-life groups and a
form of matrix organisation. The centre of the department will play akey role
in such initiatives, devel oping them to the stage where they can be passed on
for implementation to the local office. Finally the enabling or networking
role, withwhich the housing serviceisincreasingly faced, requiresan outward
looking rather than inward looking base. It is concerned with maximising
personal contacts, negotiating skills and skills of influence. These are best
undertaken in a climate of high delegation, high trust and acceptance of
individually negotiated deals — more a regional sales type of organisation
where results count a great deal.

Housing departments are in some danger of not being organised to sustain
and develop the four key tasks we identify above, because of too strong an
emphasis on the more traditional regulatory role. Organisation for the future
needs to cope with diversity of organisational style within itself — where
sub-organisational values may differ at one level, but, at another, still be
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aiming for improvements to the quality of both management and service
provided.

Within the framework there is an overlay, that of the client/contractor
functional split. Thisisalready important but will be more so after April 1990.
The question is whether such a split is in the best interests of improving
managerial effectiveness and enhancing the quality of service to tenants and
othersin housing need. It particularly affects the service provision function
and importantly affects a key area — repairs — which lies centrally in tenants
views as a major indicator of service quality or otherwise. Housing
departments will need to improve the skills of client-side management as
competition is extended and the housing revenue account is ring-fenced.

Rent level and service quality

Our own study of four housing authorities demonstrates that the most
successful of the housing services departmentsis a so the onethat chargesthe
highest rent levels. Of course, there need not be a direct correlation between
high rents and good quality service. Rents could be high and the service poor
with resources being badly spent in relation to needs. However, we know of
local authoritieswith differential rent chargesrelating to the service provided.
None of our authorities had gone that far, but clearly the best quality services
from the tenants' viewpoint were provided by an authority with a traditional
high rents policy, though it should be said that tenants did not identify it as
such. Of the tenants we surveyed |3 per cent said that they would be willing
to pay morerent for abetter service, compared with 72 per cent who preferred
the same rent with the same service. There were significant variationsin the
willingness to pay for service. Y oung people were more willing to pay extra
than older people. Those with children were also morewilling to pay. Those
on ‘difficult’ estates were twice as likely to be willing to pay extracompared
with those on better estates. Those who saw the housing department as
providing a poor service were also willing to pay for a better service. These
attitudeswould suggest that peopletake ahighly rational view of their position
as tenants and the service that they receive. The poorer the service they see
themselves as getting the more willing they are to pay for improvements.
Clearly, asweoutlinein chapter 2, extraresources can have abearing onissues
of service quality. Intheenditisaypolitical decision. But if council housing
rentsdo risereasonably significantly over the next few yearsinto themid1990s
then tenants can be rightly expected to want a better quality of service
provision. Without that tenant perceptions could well tumble from their
present relatively high regard for councilsaslandlordsto aposition wherethis
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is not the case any more. The challenge has to be taken up, clearly it will not
go away of its own accord. Competition still threatens or provides a spur to
improvement — depending upon one’'s own values and perception of the
current housing scene.

Quality management in housing
Providing quality of servicein housing isdifficult because of finance. People
tend to view things comparatively with their experience. The housing
authority that provides an objectively better service on repairs may not get
higher ratingsin pollsbecause people may cometo expect that standard. What
arevisible are changing standards. People also compare experience with that
of othersthey see around them and are likely to be dissatisfied if they do not
get the same. Tenants choice issues thus become important driving factorsin
improving quality of service. We need to build up people's ability to make
reasonable comparisons.

While the technical, property, aspects of the housing service dominate
people' s view of housing — especially repair systems - the relationship with
staff isimportant in respect of:

friendliness
understanding
explanation
privacy

The development of quality management in housing isdifficult because of the
range and complexity of the problemsfaced. What does seem necessary isto
re-evaluate the needs and wants of users of the service, and areconsideration
of the service specifications of the past in that light. This could lead to much
more diversified patterns of service provision and greater variety of service
delivery systems. Sectoral analysis of customers needs will be more
important in order to achieve a more balanced marketing mix of relevant
services.

Conclusion

Our argument has been that the management of the changesfacing thehousing
service will involve confronting a set of dilemmas, as new values cometo be
emphasised but some old values also need to be preserved. Thereisthe need
for innovation and initiative but the need to sustain equity: there is the desire
for further decentralisation but the need for overall planning and perspectives.
thereisthe need for aclear culture but the fact of differencesof values. These
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conflicting needs expressthemselvesin real conflictsof interest between staff
in the organisation - whether they be central versus local staff or technical
versus non-technical staff or one group of specialists confronting another.

The main task of management will be to attain as great a consistency as
they can in the working of the housing department, while confronting those
real differences. The management of change is unlikely to be a steady,
continuous process. There will be steps backward aswell asforward. There
will be the need to realise that change often proceeds by fits and startsand is
often triggered by pressures from outside the local authority itself. It isthe
task of senior managers to drive the change forward, confronting the
inconsistencies and conflicts, so that as much organisational coherence as
possibleis achieved.
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