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	Report to West and Central Area Board

7 April 2005 



	
	


	
	

	Title:


	Mystery Shopping Progress Report – Final Quarter

	Report of:
	Principal Housing Services Manager

	
	


Purpose of the report

1. To provide a quarterly progress report to the Area Board on those areas of service, which were tested by mystery shopping between January to March 2005. 
Background

2. The Area Board agreed at its meeting on 5 August 2004 to receive quarterly progress reports on the outcomes of mystery shopping exercises. This report details the results from the second quarter.

3. Mystery shopping is used as a means of reality checking service delivery.  It enables the company to identify strengths and weaknesses in the way customers are dealt with and helps inform action plans for service improvement.

4. The Mystery Shopping team was established in September 2003 and consists of a Housing Manager, and nine tenant inspectors. In consultation with the tenant inspectors a work programme has been developed to test the range of services offered by the company. 

5. 





Results of mystery shopping January – March 2005
January – Accompanied Viewings

6. In January 2005 the mystery shopping team contacted 28 applicants who had been offered vacant accommodation, to assess whether an officer had accompanied them to the property and if relevant information had been provided during the visit.

Key findings:

· An officer should accompany all prospective tenants to their offer of accommodation and 27 out of 28 applicants advised that this had been accomplished.  The remaining applicant clarified they asked to view the property alone at their request.

· Caretakers and wardens also attend the property during the visit if the offer of accommodation benefits from this service, to provide additional relevant information.  One applicant was eligible for this and they confirmed the caretaker did attend.

· During the accompanied viewing the customer should be provided with the Guide to our Lettable Standard and a questionnaire to enable them to make relevant comments upon the property they viewed and the service they received.  24 out of 28 applicants confirmed they received the guide and 16 out of 28 applicants received the questionnaire.

· Customers should also be advised where the stopcock and gas/electric meter is located within the property and whether they can use a gas or electric cooker if they accept the tenancy.  16 out of 28 people received this advice.

7. An action plan has been developed following this exercise and includes the following: -

· All Caretakers have been provided with a Blackberry wireless handset, which enables communication through mobile telephone calls and email facility.   Employees have been instructed to contact caretakers via the handsets to inform them of arrangements for accompanied viewings that take place within their block.  They will then confirm whether they are able to attend.

· The procedure for accompanied viewings was introduced in August 2004 and all employees were trained prior to this.  All employees will be refreshed on the procedures during employee briefing sessions and reminded of their role within this area of work.

March 
8. In March 2005 the mystery shopping team carried out two reality checks.  They are detailed as follows: -

Lettable Standards

9. Tenant inspectors visited seven vacant properties which were recorded as being

Ready for letting to see if they met the publicised letting standard for empty homes.

Key findings

· Inspectors advised that four out of seven properties had met the lettable standards.

· The remaining three properties had failed due to rubbish in the garden and minor joinery work.

· In addition to this, upon viewing a property prospective tenants are given the A Guide to…Our Letting Standard leaflet and a Letting Standard leaflet and a Letting Standard Customer Card.  51 Satisfaction cards were returned between 13 August 2004 and 23 November 2004.  Of the 51 prospective tenants 42 (82%) said that the property met our letting standard being safe, secure, clean and in good condition.

10. An action plan has been implemented following this exercise and includes the following: -

· Additional training provided for tenant inspectors regarding the lettable standard before any further checks are carried out in this service area.

· Officers will be reminded of the current Lettable Standard which states all our empty homes should be safe, secure, clean and in good condition.  

· A centralised void team will be implemented in April 2005 to ensure a consistent approach in dealing with vacant properties.


Repairs

11. Tenant Inspectors carried out reality checks by telephone and tested the service provided by the Gateshead Repairs Line.
Key findings: -

· 60% of calls made were answered within forty seconds.  The remaining calls were answered out of that time and were informed of their position via the telephone information queuing system.

· Callers should be greeted and informed they have contacted The Gateshead Housing Company.  10 out of 12 callers were informed of this information.

· Employees are expected to inform tenants that their repair request is being registered and how long it should take to complete the work.  Eight out of 12 callers were provided with this information.

· An appointment is now offered to all tenants reporting urgent or routine repairs and this was arranged for 11 out of 12 calls.

· The inspectors commented that the repairs reporting service had improved since its introduction in March 2004 due to the development of the telephone queue information service.
12. An action plan was developed following the initial check on the Repairs service in April 2004, which was detailed in the first quarter mystery shopping report in July 2004.  The plan ensured that every caller was given consistent information when they contacted the service.  To compliment the action plan the following will be introduced in consultation with employees: -

· ‘Guide cards’ are to be produced for all employees, which will indicate what information should be provided to tenants when they report a repair.  Employees can refer to this checklist during each call.

Recommendation

 12.
The Area Board is recommended to note the outcomes from the mystery shopping exercise.

Contact:  Hazel Forster, Housing Manager

Tel:  (0191) 433 8981
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