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The Gateshead Housing Company

Draft Customer Involvement Strategy
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The Gateshead Housing Company was set up in January 2004 following support from customers who showed their preference for an arms length management
 as the future for Gateshead Council’s housing stock.

The past year has seen some important changes in the way we involve customers, with a number of positive developments taking place. 

The setting up of the company and its tenant involvement team gives a fresh approach to the development of customer involvement in Gateshead. The focus for the company is to develop informal methods of involvement while making sure, in partnership with the Council, that there is ongoing support for formal tenant and resident associations
.

Informal involvement gives us the chance to involve tenants
 and leaseholders
, and those who might not have been involved before, in more modern and imaginative ways. 

Customer involvement will be vitally important in making sure the company achieves its goals in working towards its vision
 of:

Working with the community to provide excellent homes and housing services

Who is the strategy for?

· For customers including current tenants, leaseholders and people who become our tenants and leaseholders in the future

· For the company and its employees

· For people who have a special interest in the company and its customers, including Gateshead Council and the partners and agencies we work with

What will the Strategy do?

This strategy will cover a 3 year period, and the targets it aims to meet will be set out each year in an action plan. It:

· Gives focus to the importance of involving customers in our work

· Supports the company’s vision, mission
 and values

· Sets out how the company will develop customer involvement over the next three years

· Has been developed with tenants and leaseholders to reflect their priorities

· Will be supported by clear budgets and resources

The way that we carry out the strategy through the action plan each year will be kept up to date with regular research and feedback from customers.

The strategy will:

· Set out how we will increase the involvement of our customers, particularly in the areas of decision-making and service improvements (action plan milestone 1.)
· Look at how we will embed involvement across all areas and levels of the company (action plan milestone 2.)
· Set out how we will develop our relationship with customers by increasing inclusiveness (action plan milestone 3.) and develop customer capacity (action plan milestone 4.)

· Set out how we will evaluate our performance against realistic targets (action plan milestone 5.)

Where we want to be

‘We aim to provide excellent services to all our customers, and will work in partnership with Gateshead Council and tenants, to deliver homes and services that meet the aspirations of the people of Gateshead’

The aims of the company can be best demonstrated by the values that we live out in our day-to-day practice. 

· Being customer focused, innovative
 and professional – involving customers in what we do

Results achieved by the strategy will be that:

1. The type of activities we offer reflect the needs and priorities of our customers as well as giving opportunities to influence change in our services 

2. We offer a wide range of involvement activities of different types and levels that can be tailored to suit individuals
3. Our customers are aware of opportunities and how to access them
4. Our customers are recognised across the company as key stakeholders
 in the delivery of housing services 

5. We engage our customers in significant, innovative and effective ways

6. Involvement has increased, particularly in areas of decision-making and influence

7. Involvement is built into all aspects of the service from planning, to delivery and evaluation 

8. Customers can access training to develop the skills, knowledge and build capacity
 that enables them to get involved in all areas of the service 

To make this happen we will:

1.
Develop the knowledge we have of our customers by collecting, recording and monitoring information about ethnicity
, vulnerability
, disability
, gender and age, and use it to develop involvement activities that are inclusive
. 

2.
Make sure there is a range of involvement showing activities of different types and levels and promote these with our customers through a variety of methods

3. Actively promote involvement activities, training and support, giving examples of positive results for those involved.  Regularly test customer awareness of involvement activities.

4. Ensure regular communication and contact with employees reinforces the importance of involvement and its benefits

5. Research good practice in involvement techniques and communicate these across the company, making sure that employees receive relevant training and have access to an involvement toolkit

6. During 2005/06 monitor the numbers of customers involved to reach a baseline figure 
 that can be used to set targets for 2006/07

7. Aim to increase the numbers of customers recruited to the involvement database
, particularly those interested in decision-making and board membership

8. Publicise an annual timetable of improvement projects and the opportunities to get involved with them

9. Develop the skills of those customers who are interested in areas of work where specialist knowledge is needed to help inform decisions (for example in technical areas, to understand performance and benchmarking
 information)

(
Being honest, accountable and transparent – delivering excellent services with integrity
Results achieved by the strategy will be that:

1. Our customers are confident that their input is valued and acted upon

2. The benefits and outcomes of involvement are promoted to our customers, demonstrating why and how their involvement has influenced management decisions and how decisions have been made as a result

3. Customers know what level of influence they can have across the service, what they can be consulted on and what decision-making they can be involved in

4. Our customers have comprehensive information about the services they receive that helps them to make effective decisions about those services

5. Customers are involved at an early stage and know that their views are taken into account before any key decisions are made

To make this happen we will:

1.
Provide feedback to all customers involved, informing them of the results of involvement and what action will be taken as a result. 

2. Communicate the benefits and outcomes of involvement by methods such as the company newsletter and website, using the experience of involved customers as examples. Give evidence about any decisions made by the company by showing how they were informed by the views of customers, including results from customer surveys or questionnaires 

3. Be clear about what customers can influence through publicising an annual timetable of opportunities to get involved and publicising the results

4. When involving customers, set out clearly the purpose of the involvement and what the company is asking customers to consider. Give the relevant information to enable them to make effective and informed decisions or provide training that gives customers an understanding of procedures and practices

5. Set out guidelines for the planning and carrying out of any new service improvement or initiative, highlighting involvement as an area to be looked into at an early stage.  

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

( 
Caring and respecting – the people we work for and with
Results achieved by the strategy will be that:

1. Customers own reasons for getting involved, or not getting involved, are respected 

2. Involvement is meaningful for our customers and not just a ‘token
’

To make this happen we will:

1. Raise awareness of the barriers
 to involvement with employees and the reasons why customers do and do not get involved. Attempt to overcome those barriers by ensuring involvement is easy to access and that support is offered for those customers who need it.

2. Reinforce the practice of formally thanking those who have been involved.

3.
Plan involvement at an early stage and at a level that gives customers a valued role within decision-making

3. Customers are given feedback on their involvement and can see the results of their work

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

(
A commitment to all our employees – celebrating our successes
Results achieved by the strategy will be that:

1. Good practice is shared throughout the company and recognition is given where involvement has been successful by communicating it to employees and customers

To make this happen we will:

1. Evaluate involvement to set out what worked and what didn’t and communicate this amongst employees. This will help us to build on the good practice of others, recognise successes and help us to learn from mistakes.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

(
Being positive and responsive – constantly striving to achieve excellence

Results achieved by the strategy will be that:
1. Our approach to involvement is positive by using any negative experiences of our customers as an opportunity to improve service delivery

2. Involvement will continue to be developed to reflect the changing needs, priorities and skills of our customers

3. We will respond to the needs of customers by making sure activities are designed for the convenience of the customer and not the company. 

4. We will ask for feedback from our customers on the effectiveness of involvement and use this to improve and develop the service 

To make this happen we will:

2. Positively use the complaints system and other methods for measuring satisfaction as a way to involve our customers in improving services

3. Carry out a customer priority surveys each year to inform the involvement action plan

4. Carry out regular evaluation of involvement activities to ensure customer satisfaction with the:

i. Type of activity

ii. Level of involvement

iii. Relevance to the customer

iv. Results produced

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

(
Being motivated, trained and committed across the company – delivering efficient and effective services
 Results achieved by the strategy will be that:

1. The commitment to customer involvement is strong across the company

2. There is a consistent approach across the company

3. A positive image of the aims and benefits of customer involvement is communicated across the company

To make this happen we will:

1.
Include customer involvement in the induction
 process and training programme

2. Develop a toolkit
 for involvement for all employees to ensure a consistent approach to involvement across the company. This will enable employees to carry out efficient and effective customer involvement, from recognising the need for involvement through to planning, implementing
 and evaluating activities.

3. Use internal communications with employees to reinforce a positive image of involvement

(
Embracing equality – valuing difference
Results achieved by the strategy will be that:

1. Customers from all groups are offered suitable and relevant opportunities for involvement. This includes working with people who are often hard to reach including;

a. People from black and minority ethnic groups

b. Older people

c. People with disabilities

d. Refugees and asylum seekers

e. Children and young people

f. Gay and lesbian

2. There is fair and equal access for diverse customers and potential users 

3. Support is provided to enable customers with specific needs to get involved

4. Links are established with existing support and advice networks as a means of engaging with diverse groups
To make this happen we will:

1. Research with customers and their support networks/providers to establish barriers to involvement, how those barriers might be overcome and how involvement activities can be tailored to suit different customer needs.

2.
Monitor the diversity of those involved to establish the level of representation 
 in activities. The information gathered will provide a baseline figure of numbers of customers involved and can be used to set future targets to increase the involvement of hard to reach groups.


2. Set out what support and training can be put into place to help involve diverse groups.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

(
Being a listening and learning organisation – staying in touch with what customers want
 Results achieved by the strategy will be that:

1. We listen to and learn from our customers about what works and what doesn’t and use feedback to improve our services

2. We involve customers in the areas of service they see as a priority

To make this happen we will:

1. Evaluate involvement to make sure it produces results for customers, benefits those involved and has an impact on services.

2. Involve customers in our improvement plans to make sure they deliver the results that customers want.

What resources will be needed to achieve the strategy?

There will be an annual budget for involvement to cover the main involvement activities as set out in appendix (tbc), the training of employees and customers, and to make sure involvement is accessible.

In looking at how these resources are used a number of factors will be taken into consideration:

· Funding for training will include formal development for staff provided by the company itself and by external organisations. The company’s Training and Development Strategy gives a commitment to including customers in formal training, where relevant, alongside staff
· Resources for training of customers will be used for informal training, developed to support customers in getting involved in more technical or specialised areas of the company’s work

· Research and consultation will be carried out with customers to consider the use of incentives as a means of encouraging involvement and rewarding commitment

· The company is currently developing its information on the profile of its customers. During the period of the strategy we aim to use this information to target resources where they are needed, particularly to gain a better understanding of the support, training and communication needs of customer groups seen as being traditionally hard to reach.  

· We will look at how we can get extra funding for involvement from outside the company

· We will aim to give value for money by focusing on achieving results

Reviewing and monitoring the strategy

A number of indicators have been set which will help us to monitor involvement. How we perform against these targets will be monitored jointly with customers.

Where we don’t already have information on performance, the period starting from April 2005 to the end of March 2006 will be used to collect figures which can be used to benchmark against other organisations and to set targets for the year ahead.

� Reviewing – Looking at the strategy again with the aim of updating or improving it


� Monitoring - Checking to make sure the strategy is working properly and meeting its aims


� Arms length management – a company set up by the council to manage housing stock


� Tenants and residents associations – local volunteers who get together to have their say on issues, improve their area or organise social events


� Tenants – People who agree to pay rent to live in a property owned by the council


� Leaseholders – Tenants who buy their flat from the council. They own the property but not the land its built on


� Vision – an image that the company has of how it would like to be


� Mission – a written description of the aims of the company


� Values – the beliefs of the company


� Resources – funding, staff and equipment the company has to help it operate


� Innovative – forward looking and modern


� Stakeholders – Individuals or groups that have an interest in the work of the company


� Capacity building – increasing the skills and ability of individuals or groups to help them get more involved, for example by building confidence


� Ethnicity – shared cultural and/or physical characteristics, for example; language, religion, history, political system, geographical origin, traditions etc


� Vulnerability – the ability of a person to be easily influenced physically, mentally or emotionally


� Disability – illness, injury or condition that makes it difficult for someone to do things that other people do


� Inclusive – something that is open and accessible to all


� Baseline figure – a standard to measure and compare against


� Involvement database – A record that the company has of people who are interested in getting involved


� Benchmarking – A way to measure how well the company performs by comparing to other organisations of a similar size and purpose


� Token – a gesture


� Barriers – anything that makes it difficult to make progress or to achieve an objective, for example to get involved


� Induction – the formal process of introducing a new employee to the company


� Toolkit – a guide giving methods on how to involve customers, with advice and examples of good practice


� Implementing – the way a new system or method is introduced and carried out


� Representation – how well those who are involved reflect the diversity of all the customers they are speaking for, acting on behalf of or representing 
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